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            The Families of the Deceased

          

        

      

    

    
      There were a lot of steps involved with creating a Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill. As I stood inside the old cave that woman and I had lived in, I checked all of the ingredients to make sure everything was present and prepared properly. I didn’t want to accidentally use an ingredient that had been prepared wrong and ruin the entire process.

      I only had one shot at this.

      I needed to make it count.

      “S-Rank lightning affinity monster core? Check. Lif flowers? Check. Death knell klunger? Check. Spirit bone milk? Check. Lysende moss? Check. Drage stem? Check. Spirit essence? Check. Naturally purified water from a one-thousand-year-old spring? Check. Scales from a Lightning Chimera? Check. Essence blood of a Thunder Leopard? Check.”

      As I continued checking off the ingredients, of which there were over 300, I thought about how to prepare this pill. The first thing I needed to do was create the enhancers, which were made from simpler ingredients that enhanced the effects of the main ingredients. There were 120 normal ingredients and over 200 extraordinary ingredients.

      Generally speaking, ingredients were classified, or graded, based on a number of factors. The rarity of the ingredient. Its potency. The effects it had in alchemy. Simple ingredients like red fire grass were given a Grade 9 classification. Rare and powerful ingredients like the S-Rank monster core in my possession had a Grade 1 classification. There was also supposedly a Grade 0 classification, but according to a conversation I once overheard from members of the Alchemist Association, ingredients with that classification were just a legend.

      After I was done checking the ingredients, I began preparing them. The alchemy set was already set up. All that was left was to get started.

      I sent Spiritual Power into the burners, filled several flasks and beakers with water, then grabbed the first ingredient. It was nirnroot. I calcined it, sticking it inside a beaker that was being heated by a burner and letting the fierce heat break it down.

      The next ingredient was a flower with four red petals that had blue veins running through it. Heart flower. They weren’t very rare. However, it was said that eating them was good for your heart, so a lot of people would crush them up and add them to their tea. Ms. Nadine had loved this. I vaguely recalled the times when she would make me tea during the hours we worked at the library together. She always added heart flower to it.

      These needed to be dried into ash via roasting, so I put them in a pan and heated it over a fire instead of a burner. The flower petals shriveled and dried up. When they became black and turned to ash, I took the pan off the fire and placed it inside the beaker with the calcined nirnroot, which had turned into thousands of tiny crystals.

      I furrowed my brow.

      Was that supposed to happen?

      I hoped so.

      I soon began mixing more ingredients. The red aloe was mixed into a flask of water alongside hibiscus roots that I had ablated with a cloth. I then stirred the water until the hibiscus roots had completely dissolved and mixed with the red aloe, creating a slightly brownish red liquid, which I then poured into the beaker with the heart flower ash and nirnroot crystals. I let that sit before grinding up some purple haze vines and adding them into a flask that I filled with water soon after.

      My hands continued to work almost like they had a will of their own, grinding, mashing, shaving, and mixing ingredients together. I let my mind wander as I worked. It was almost therapeutic, though I couldn’t say I enjoyed refining pills.

      While alchemy was a taxing process, it was actually very simple to refine a pill. It was like cooking in many ways. If you followed the instructions, you could theoretically make anything.

      Of course, true alchemy was not just refining pills based on premade recipes, but refining original pills that did not have any set instructions for them. A beginner alchemist could make a pill. A good alchemist could make advanced pills. A master made their own pills because they understood how all of the different ingredients worked together.

      I was not a master by any means. I never would be. Speaking honestly, alchemy did not even interest me that much beyond what it could do for me. I didn’t have the gumption or motivation to learn about all the various reactions ingredients had when mixed with other ingredients.

      It took almost an entire day before the first 200 or so ingredients were prepared. I had started early in the morning and it was now close to nightfall. If I looked out the entrance, I could see the stars twinkling and the twin moons shining high overhead. My body was covered in a layer of sweat and felt absolutely disgusting, but I knew I couldn’t afford to stop. All of the enhancers had been created, so it was time to get to work on the main ingredients.

      I worked until the early morning sun began to rise over the mountains, mixing ingredients based on the instructions in the alchemy book. It took over a day of absolute concentration.

      While the tasks themselves were not physically strenuous, the mental strain I felt from working for so long was getting to me, making it hard to focus, causing my vision to grow fuzzy. I blinked several times to refocus my efforts. My concentration was shot, though.

      At times, I thought I could hear voices talking to me, whispering in my ear. However, whenever I turned around to look, nobody was there.

      The day grew brighter as I continued to work. The lif flower was ground into a paste and mixed with the spirit bone milk to create a pale pink substance. I crushed the lysende moss and added it soon after, then dropped the drage stem inside of the one-thousand-year-old spring water, which I brought to a boil. Scales of a Chimera were added to the mixture of the drage stem and spring water. When I added them, lightning sparked from the beaker and nearly made me jump. After the first two concoctions were created, I used the essence blood from a Thunder Leopard. I boiled it and added shavings of death knell klunger into the mix.

      “Haaaah… haaaaaah…”

      I wiped my forehead off with a towel to keep the sweat from dripping into my ingredients. Even a small addition like the salt from my sweat could adversely affect the refining process and ruin all the effort I had spent. I had to avoid that at all costs.

      Time passed as I worked. To be honest, I think another day had gone by. The sun had gone down and come back up. Light streamed in through the cave entrance, but I couldn’t focus on that now. I slapped my cheeks and continued working, watching, observing, and making sure nothing went wrong, until finally, I finished the process of refining a pill inside of the cauldron.

      It was about the size of a stag beetle. I could do little more than stare at the small pill in my hand, watching as strange arcs of energy passed through it, pulsing like the beating of a heart.

      This pill, the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill, which I had only ever heard about in legends, was said to be capable of allowing a person to reach an unprecedented state of enlightenment by absorbing the element a Spiritualist had an affinity toward and letting them refine their bodies and become even more intimate with said element—or so the story went.

      No one in recent history had ever made one of these. The biggest reason was a lack of resources. The main ingredient was the monster core of an S-Rank Demon Beast, which were so rare they were practically a myth.

      Having never seen or even heard of someone taking this myself, I didn’t know how true that was.

      I placed the pill inside a jar, then placed the jar in my pouch. After securing the pouch, I left the cave and began my journey once more, heading back toward Mount Himmellyn.
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      The sunny sky presented an incredible contrast to my dismal mood as I walked through the streets of Nevaria, following the map that Felman had given me. My heart felt heavy. It was like a mountain sat atop my chest, slowly crushing me.

      I was going to see all the families of the people under my command who’d died during the battle against the Demon Beasts and Sekbeists. This was one aspect of being a sect leader that I could have done without. I didn’t like doing this in my previous life, and I certainly didn’t like doing it now.

      But it needed to be done.

      I wore a new set of clothing similar to the ones Fay had bought me when I first met with her father. My storage ring glinted in the light as I swung my hands back and forth.

      My first stop was not a family but an orphanage. I stared at the rundown building made of brick and wood. “Ramshackle” was the word I was looking for. This building was quite large, set in a mostly empty lot filled with trees and spanning about half that lot.

      Several children were playing outside, running around and chasing each other in what appeared to be a game of tag, though they stopped when they saw me. I smiled and waved at them, but they quickly ran back inside the orphanage.

      With a sigh, I walked up to the orphanage doors and heard shouting from the other side.

      “Ma! Ma! There’s a pretty woman outside!”

      “Come quickly!”

      “She’s like an angel!”

      I felt instantly depressed upon hearing how these kids had mistaken me for a girl. I knew I still had a slightly feminine appearance, but did I really look that womanly? I had muscles and no breasts, and my face had lost quite a bit of fat. Surely, I didn’t look that much like a girl.

      … Did I?

      The doors opened and a woman stepped out. Dressed in the usual rugged clothing of a commoner, the drab color of her outfit somehow matched and complemented her warm but weathered appearance. This woman didn’t look old. At the same time, she felt aged, probably from the stress of raising so many children. I wondered if she operated this orphanage on her own.

      “Are you Margaret?” I asked.

      “I am,” the woman said. Her voice was as warm as her appearance. “And you are Eryk Veiger, if I am not mistaken.”

      “Yes.”

      The woman’s smile grew wider. “Alva talks about you often. She has always been very taken with your strength. Said you’re the greatest person in the entire world.”

      A pained smile appeared on my face, but I was experienced enough not to let anything more show.

      As we spoke, the kids who had run into the orphanage peeked out from behind Margaret, staring at me with something akin to shock. Margaret placed her hands on their heads.

      “Please, forgive these children for their rude comments,” she said.

      “It’s fine,” I told her. “I’m used to it. Anyway, I’m here to speak with you.”

      “I assumed as much. Please, come in.”

      Margaret led me inside the orphanage, which was as ramshackle on the inside as it was on the outside. We walked down a clean but old hallway. The floorboards creaked underneath our feet. I looked at the walls, which weren’t dirty but appeared old. Paint was peeling in several places. I followed a crack that ran from the bottom all the way to the top.

      This place appeared to be falling apart.

      I was led into a plain and unadorned room with a single table in the center and some cupboards against the wall to my left. The scent of stale air filled the room, but I ignored that as Margaret gestured for me to take a seat. As the wooden chair creaked underneath my bottom, I paused, concerned that the chair might break on me, but then slowly eased myself fully onto it once I had confirmed it was safe.

      “I will be right back with some tea,” Margaret said.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      The woman walked out of the room, leaving me alone to my thoughts. I clutched the lower end of my vest and took several deep breaths to hopefully calm down. This meeting was not going to be in any way pleasant.

      As I sat there, a noise from outside caught my attention, causing me to turn my head toward the window, where I found several heads peeking in at me. It was the kids from before. There were three boys and two girls. All of them ranged in age, but I didn’t think any of them were older than maybe eleven or twelve. The moment they realized I had seen them, they ducked back beneath the window.

      I sighed.

      Having them here would just make what I had to say harder.

      The woman came in several minutes later carrying what I could tell at a glance was her most expensive tea set. It didn’t compare to what Empress Hilda had, but honestly, Margaret could have offered me a cup full of cracks and it wouldn’t have mattered. I wouldn’t have been bothered if she offered me nothing at all.

      Pomp and luxury had never interested me.

      “Thank you,” I said as Margaret placed the tea set on the table, put a cup in front of me, and filled it with warm liquid. The tea was a light orange-ish color, and the fragrance wafting from it had a hint of subtle spices. It was a Darjeeling tea, most likely.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Margaret sat down as I put the cup of steaming tea to my lips and took a slow sip. The tea wasn’t the best, but it went down smoothly and quenched my parched throat. That was all I could ask for.

      “I’m guessing you are here to tell me about Alva? She… hasn’t come to the orphanage lately,” Margaret said at last, hands neatly folded on her lap. I barely noticed the way her arms quivered. “That is the only reason I can think of to explain why someone of your stature would come all the way out here.”

      I looked into the woman’s eyes, not looking away, which would have been an insult to her, given how brave she was trying to be.

      I nodded once and said, “You are correct. I’m not sure how much you know, but the Nevarian Braves were charged with the task of helping stave off an invading army several days ago. We managed to prevent the army from reaching Nevaria… but many people died in the process.” My heart was slamming into my chest, but I kept my expression composed as I stared at the woman. “Alva was one of them.”

      I did not know everyone who belonged to the Nevarian Braves. We had over 600 members now. Learning and memorizing the names of each person under me was impossible when I had so many Spiritualists. Alva was one such person. I couldn’t remember a single time when I had ever interacted with her.

      That knowledge caused an incredible ache in my chest. Someone had died because of me, because I had them take part in a dangerous operation, and I couldn’t recall ever talking to them even once. I knew it would happen eventually. I accepted that. However, knowing and accepting that this would happen did not make the knowledge that these deaths were on my hands any easier.

      “I… I see.” Margaret’s hands clenched as she looked down at the table. “Alva… she was a very determined girl, you know? After hearing about the Nevarian Braves, she decided to join and nobody could stop her. She worked very hard every day, and she was so overjoyed when she finally joined.” Margaret’s lips trembled and tears that refused to fall formed in her eyes. “She told me once that the reason she wanted to join the Nevarian Braves is because it was a great way to secure a constant source of income for our little orphanage. Up to that point, she would traverse the Demon Beast Mountain Range by herself for ingredients to sell.”

      The longer this woman spoke, the sharper the pain in my chest became, but I didn’t tell her to stop. I listened to everything she had to say. This was my duty as the leader of the Nevarian Braves. It was my responsibility to see to the affairs of those who served under me after they passed on.

      After listening to the woman, I slowly withdrew a large bag from my storage ring and set it on the table. The jingling of coins brought Margaret out of her stupor. She looked at the bag, blinked several times, then cast her questioning gaze toward me.

      “This will never replace Alva,” I said. “However, that bag contains both the pay she would have received if she survived plus a little extra to… compensate for her loss.”

      I called it a little extra, but there was twice the amount of valis in there compared to the normal pay everyone else had received. Felman had already informed me about this orphanage. I knew it was struggling, so I had dipped into the personal funds that I earned from the Alchemist Association.

      Truth be told, the extra 30,000 valis was not even a drop in the bucket for me now, but it would be enough to keep this orphanage running for over a decade. Combine that with the 30,000 that Alva earned from the quest and this orphanage could even afford to refurbish the entire building and still live comfortably for years to come.

      “Th-thank you very much,” Margaret said in a choked voice. While many people might assume she said this out of gratitude toward the money, I knew that wasn’t it.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      I didn’t remain there for long. After finishing my tea, Margaret led me back out of the orphanage and closed the door after I exited. This didn’t offend me. Tears had already been gathering in her eyes. I was certain that she was barely restraining her emotions in front of me.

      Because I didn’t want to remain there, and because I had other stops to make, I walked away from the orphanage. Several of the children followed me for a time. I was certain they had been listening in on the conversation. I didn’t pay them any mind, and they left one by one, all except for a single child who kept following me from a distance.

      Despite doing his best to hide, I could see him every time I turned around. He would hide behind a building whenever he noticed me looking at him. But his actions were so delayed that I would have to be an idiot to not have noticed him.

      “I know you’re following me,” I said at last. “Come on out.”

      I looked at the single tuft of hair sticking out from behind a cart, waiting patiently for the boy to slowly emerge. He did so after several more seconds.

      He was young, but from his appearance, I judged him to be the oldest child at the orphanage. He looked around twelve. His hair was blond. His eyes were a light blue. He had pale skin, but it was covered in dirt. The threadbare clothes hanging off his frame looked like they had been stitched together multiple times. A pair of simple sandals were on his feet.

      “Did you need something?” I asked even though I already had an idea of why he followed me.

      The boy clenched his hands. “Why did Big Sister Alva have to die? Why… why didn’t you save her? You’re really powerful, right? Everybody says so! They say you’re the strongest! If you’re so strong, why couldn’t you save my big sister?!”

      I figured that was the reason he had followed me. Some people needed someone to blame for whatever bad things happened in their life. Blaming fate didn’t make them feel better. Fate was intangible, so they tried to find a person they could place the blame on.

      I tugged on one of my bangs and wondered what to say, but I understood that nothing I said would ease the pain he felt. It had been like that for me… back when Kari and Kayli died.

      Many people had tried to help me at first. Erica would often visit me. She would do her best to motivate me by saying things like “Kari wouldn’t want you to be like this” or “Do you think your daughter would be happy seeing what you’ve become?” I had never listened to her, of course, which was why I left.

      I walked up to the boy and placed my hand on his head. His hair was rough and coarse, covered in grease, and in obvious need of a wash. Given the destitute state of the orphanage, I imagine they could only afford to use a public bathhouse maybe once every two weeks or so.

      “It hurts, doesn’t it?” I said in a soft voice. “It’s never easy to lose someone you love.” I had no idea where I was going with this, but I kept talking anyway. “A long time ago, I lost the two most important people in my life. I just wasn’t strong enough to protect them. Even now, I’m not strong enough to protect everyone.”

      I didn’t say anything else. I honestly didn’t know what else to say. The truth was that I was no great orator. I didn’t have the skills necessary to give people uplifting speeches that would make them feel better. I was just a guy who had lost everything and been given a miraculous second chance to regain what I had lost.

      “Then… what if I become stronger?” the boy asked. “If I become even stronger than you, will I be able to protect everyone?”

      “Maybe. Who knows? I’m not even sure how strong you’d need to become to be capable of protecting everyone.”

      “I’ll do it.” The boy looked up at me with a fierce and determined glare. His eyes were like balls of fire. “I’ll train really hard and become so strong that I’ll be able to do what you can’t. I’ll protect everyone!”

      “I hope you can do that,” I said, removing my hand from his head. “What’s your name, kid?”

      “It’s Balder.”

      “Then, Balder, when you become stronger, come see me. I’ll help train you,” I said. “Maybe you can do what I couldn’t.”
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      After leaving the child known as Balder behind, I traveled to the residences of each person who had been killed during the invasion, letting their families know what happened and giving them the valis their family member earned (plus 30,000 extra). The reactions varied. Some people accepted the money and stoically thanked me, others cried but thanked me for telling them what happened, and some blamed me for what happened. I even had one person throw the bag of valis I gave her in my face and tell me she wished I had been the one who’d died instead.

      I didn’t accuse anyone or get angry. I accepted their feelings and let them vent their rage. I understood they were speaking out of anger.

      It was nearly nighttime when I finished visiting all of the families. The stars were coming out when I returned home.

      There was nobody inside the lobby. Dagny and Eira had likely already gone home, and I was sure Felman and the others were doing last-minute checks of our supplies before turning in.

      That used to be my job, but I had become so busy that I needed another person to do it for me. These days, all I did was read through the report Felman wrote up to double-check that everything was in order.

      I wandered up the stairs, the sound of my footsteps echoing back to me.

      Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv were in the living room when I arrived. While Siv blushed down to the roots of her hair upon seeing me, the other three seemed to sense how drained I was when I sank onto the couch beside them.

      “We figured you’d be coming in late, so we made sure to have some food ready for you,” Kari said as she gestured to the plate sitting on the coffee table. The quiche sitting on the plate looked fairly appetizing. The meat, cheese, and vegetables created a colorful contrast to the custard. My stomach gurgled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, grabbing a fork and slowly eating. It was cold. However, the flaky pastry crust really helped bring out the taste of the eggs, vegetables, and meat. The saltiness of the pork created a lovely contrast with the sweetness of the crust.

      After I finished eating, Lin grabbed the plate and moved it away, then she, Fay, and Kari sat right next to me on the couch. Siv looked a little lonely and uncertain on the other couch, yet she made no move to join us.

      “I’m guessing you talked to all the families of the deceased?” Kari said.

      “I did,” I whispered.

      Kari must have sensed something in my voice because she immediately pulled me into her chest, wrapping her arms around my head. As my cheek rested against her bosoms, the sound of her heartbeat reverberated in my ears. It was soft and steady. This sound soothed my weary, ragged soul and caused me to slowly close my eyes before I knew what was happening.

      “Was it hard?” she asked.

      “It was.” Tears pricked at my eyes despite trying everything in my power not to cry. “It was really, really hard.”

      “I can only imagine how hard that must have been. How much it must have hurt you.” Kari stroked my hair, her soft, delicate fingers easing away the strain I felt as I tried to contain my tears, which began silently flowing from my eyes. “You did a great job.”

      A hiccup escaped my mouth as I wrapped my arms around Kari’s waist and pulled her close. The warmth she emitted made me want to fall asleep, but even now, I was far too high-strung and emotional for that.

      As I held Kari, several other bodies suddenly engulfed me. I recognized Fay’s warmth as she wound her arms around my torso. A second set of breasts pressed against my head. Meanwhile, Lin had pressed her body against my back and wrapped me in a tight hug from behind. Her tail had also wound around my legs as if to comfort me.
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The tears were beginning to stain Kari’s shirt, but she didn’t seem to mind as she continued stroking my hair. Fay had also joined in. Her fingers were a little larger than Kari’s, who had very thin fingers and slightly longer nails. While Kari’s nails gently scratched my scalp, Fay ran her fingers through my hair.

      They were saying something. I couldn’t understand any of it, but the reassuring sound of their voices helped ease the sharp pain stabbing my chest.

      I had been feeling pretty empty after speaking with the families of everyone who died, but that emptiness was slowly being chased away and filled by the warmth these three offered.

      Like that, I slowly fell asleep within the arms of the women I would one day marry.
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      I climbed back up Mount Himmellyn. It was easier this time than it had been the last time, or at least, that was how it seemed to me.

      Stepping onto the mountaintop, I looked at the destroyed bird’s nest that had once belonged to the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle. It, like the rest of this mountaintop, had been thoroughly wrecked.

      Cracks split the ground. Several peaks had been annihilated. There was even a massive split that went from one side of the mountaintop to the other, making it look like a giant had nearly succeeded in slicing this mountain down the middle.

      The directions for using the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill stated that it was best to use the pill within an area where the element you wanted to absorb was densest. A cultivator could absorb more of the element that way.

      As I looked at the dense thunderclouds forming around the mountain, I knew there was no better place than this to take the pill.

      I soon found myself sitting down with my legs crossed. I had chosen the highest peak of the mountain. Above my head loomed swirling black clouds. Lightning crackled inside of them, dancing back and forth as though leaping from droplets of water. Even the clouds below me contained the tremulous hum of lightning. The very currents in the air made the hairs on my neck and arms prickle.

      Releasing a deep breath to ease the nervous tension in my chest, I removed the jar from my pouch, popped open the lid, and tipped the contents out. The Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill fell onto my hand.

      My mouth went dry.

      My hand suddenly felt heavy.

      This was the moment I had been waiting for, for a long time, the moment I took my first step toward growing strong enough to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. Just that thought alone made my heartbeat quicken with anticipation. Yet I was also nervous. Would this really work? Could I really attain the strength I needed to complete my revenge? Doubt and desire waged war inside of my mind.

      However, fortune often favored the bold. An old autobiography I once read a long time ago had this quote. I couldn’t… quite remember whom the autobiography had been about. It was something I had read long before Nevaria was destroyed. But I vividly remember that sentence because I had read it several days after Kari told me she was marrying Grant Leucht. Back then, this quote had made me wonder if things could have been different had I just been bolder.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago now.

      “I guess there’s no point hesitating now,” I muttered to myself.

      I tipped my head back, placed the pill in my mouth, and bit down. The outer shell cracked audibly. An intensely bitter taste surged over my tongue and down my throat, nearly causing me to gag and throw it all back up. I bore with it, though, telling myself that if I could just bear with this, I would become stronger.

      The medicinal liquid soon gushed down my throat and into my stomach. I could actually feel it settling there. I waited to see if something would happen.

      Nothing happened.

      I waited some more.

      Still nothing happened.

      A frown unwittingly appeared on my face as I wondered if something had gone wrong, if maybe I had gotten the ingredients incorrect, or if I’d slipped up during the refining process. The idea caused my heart to sink into my stomach. I didn’t even want to imagine that. No, I couldn’t imagine that. I had to have gotten this right!

      CRACKLE!

      Just as I was about to curse myself, lightning flashed across the sky, a brilliant bolt of pale-yellow energy far larger than anything I had ever seen before. I traced the line it created. My eyes felt like they were about to bulge from their sockets as I saw a sight that I never thought I would witness.

      Hundreds of thousands of lightning bolts were flashing across the sky. All of them were converging into a single point above my head. Even the lightning from the clouds below me was streaking toward this single spot, which was gathering all that lightning into a ball of energy so bright it could potentially outshine the sun.

      The crackling orb of electricity was large, easily ten times bigger than a full-grown human. It might even be the same size as a Behemoth. What’s more, it was growing bigger with every passing second.

      My arm hairs prickled.

      My pulse quickened.

      An incredible sense of danger caused my heart to shudder.

      Just as I was about to leave, to forget about what I had been doing, the massive sphere crackled once and released a bolt of lightning that slammed into me.

      My entire body was overridden with pain. My nerves were being fried, my body was on fire, every centimeter of skin was being burnt to a crisp, and it was getting harder to think and I couldn’t figure out what was going on and where was this and why did it hurt so much and what was Idoingeverythingwasgoingbackfadingfadingintopainand—

      The pain stopped. Suddenly. Almost violently. It was an act so abrupt that I needed to blink several times because I couldn’t figure out what was happening. I looked around. However, all I saw was darkness. It was dark everywhere—no, wait. There was a single spot that wasn’t dark. The swirling nebula several meters away was emitting an intoxicating light that I found myself drawn to. As I got closer, I realized this was my Spiritual Core, the place where all of my Spiritual Power was stored.

      And the object that was glowing wasn’t the nebula. It was the electric blue sphere that symbolized my lightning affinity.

      Traveling over to the floating sphere, I watched in fascination as sparks skittered along its surface with increasing frequency. The bright light emitting from it was so lustrous that I could have mistaken it for the sun. As I continued watching, I remembered what happened and wondered if this was the result of that lightning bolt hitting me.

      I reached out a tentative hand and touched the sphere. The moment I did, my body jerked back as though I had been shocked, but my hand refused to budge. It remained on the sphere as though it had been fused there.

      With my hand stuck and unable to move, I found myself suddenly enlightened.

      Lightning was the occurrence of natural electric discharges of very short duration and high voltage between a cloud and the ground or within a cloud, accompanied by a bright flash and typically thunder. The flash itself, the light, came from the discharge of energy.

      Water and ice moved inside a cloud; forced up by warm air currents, down by gravity, and compressed in the cloud. It was like when you rubbed your socks against the carpet and it caused your body to produce a small shock. Yes, just like that, the particles within the cloud become charged. The charge separated the cloud. Positive charges moved up and negatives moved down. Once a significant charge separation had built up, the positive and negative charges sought to reach and neutralize each other. When this happened, streamers came up from the ground to form a pathway, and once the pathway was complete, a spark formed, neutralizing the charge.

      Once the negative charge raced down, the surrounding air would heat it up. The spark was incredibly hot. It ran at about 20,000 degrees and rapidly heated the air to create a shock wave by traveling at the speed of light. This was also why you saw the flash of lightning before you heard the thunder. Light traveled faster than sound.

      As these principles flowed into my mind, the energy within me surged and swelled, growing larger, denser, and more powerful.

      I opened my eyes, which I couldn’t remember closing, and looked at the sphere. There was now a flowing line of electric energy moving from the lightning sphere and into the nebula where my Spiritual Power was stored.

      I could feel my Spiritual Power growing at a rate so rapid it boggled my mind. It doubled, then tripled, then quadrupled, and continued to expand even after that. Only when my Spiritual Power had grown to become ten times more powerful than it had been before did it finally stop.

      The nebula had become far larger than before. It had grown to about eleven or twelve times bigger. What’s more, crackling lightning raced around inside the nebula. There were also strangely swirling clouds that contained an electric blue glow and seemed denser somehow.

      I blinked once, then found myself back in the outside world, still seated cross-legged on the mountain peak. The thunderclouds were gone. The giant lightning sphere was also gone.

      But as I looked down to study my body, I realized that I was covered from head to toe in glowing blue energy. Lightning crackled and hissed around me. I could feel the power surging inside of me. Holding my hand in the air, I released just a fraction of the power I now possessed, watching in awe as a bolt of lightning tore through the sky and traveled up to the stars, where it disappeared.

      So this was the Fourth State of Spiritualism? Magnificent.

      Standing to my feet, I brushed myself off and walked over to the edge. I looked at the vast sky that seemed to have neither beginning nor end, then channeled Spiritual Power through my body, which caused my feet to leave the ground as if gravity no longer possessed any influence over me. With but a simple thought, I willed my body forward. I shot through the sky like a bolt of lightning and traveled toward my next destination.

      I may have reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for one element, but that did not mean I could rest on my laurels. I still had two more elements left that I needed to reach this state with—water and light. There was no time to waste.
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      There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. Bright blue and cheerful to a fault, it created quite the juxtaposition to the dreary and solemn atmosphere on the ground.

      “I stand before you all today in honor of those who gave their lives for the peace and safety of Nevaria.”

      Empress Hilda Astralia stood with her three husbands, three sons, one daughter, Fay, Lin, Siv, and me. We stood on a stage that had been hastily erected inside the cemetery several days prior. Made of wood, the stage didn’t look like it would hold up under the immense weight and pressure of almost one dozen humans and a Lamia, but it seemed to be doing fine… for now.

      “Several days ago, an army of Demon Beasts and a monstrous race known as Sekbeists came to attack Nevaria. They were repelled, fortunately, by the combined effort of the Nevarian Spiritualists, the Imperial Royal Guard, and the Nevarian Braves. These brave Spiritualists fought and gave their lives to safeguard us all. Many sacrificed themselves so that we might live to see tomorrow.”

      The empress spoke with an eloquence I could not help but envy. I had never been that great at preparing speeches—even when I was the Sect Master of Brave Vesperia. My manner of speaking was unrefined and crude. Kari had been a much better orator than me.

      The crowd she was speaking to stood down below us. There was quite the gathering. While not the same size I had seen during Kari’s birthday, there was still a large number of people.

      Within this sea of heads were several people I recognized, such as Catalyna and Marko Kriger, who looked destitute as they stood next to their stoic mother. While the two younger people had eyes red with tears, the head of the Kriger Family remained impassive. The only way for me to tell she was feeling something was the trembling of her lips.

      Bjark and Ingrid were also present, as were the remaining members of the Nevarian Braves. Their hands were clasped together. Their heads were bowed.

      These Spiritualists just had their first taste of war a few days ago. I was sure many of them were still reeling from shock. It wouldn’t surprise me if more than a few were suffering from nightmares. I would not blame them.

      The Great Overlord knows I had many nightmares those first few nights Kari and I became involved in the war against the Sekbeists in my previous life.

      I even found Sigrid standing beside Gudmund and Gudbrand Drage. Several other people were with them. I could only assume they were members of the Drage Family. Most of them were fairly young, though they all looked older than me. Sigrid seemed to be the youngest person present among her family members.

      “In honor of those who lost their lives, we have erected a monument to celebrate their accomplishments in life and mourn their passing from our lives.”

      Empress Hilda walked down the stage. She was followed first by her husbands, then her sons, and then Kari, myself, Fay, Lin, and Siv.

      The five of us—me, Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv—were dressed in dark clothing meant for mourning. My black slacks were a snug fit against my thighs and hips. Meanwhile, the shirt I wore had loosely flowing sleeves that were a lot more comfortable. Kari, Fay, and Siv were dressed in full-bodied gowns that went all the way down to their feet (Lin’s gown didn’t but only because she didn’t have feet). Siv’s had been specially modified to have a V-cut back to accommodate her wings. Her tail could be seen sticking out of the bottom.

      Each of us was holding a single flower.

      Chrysanthemums were known to represent life. There was a story from long ago about a young man who gave his life for the woman he loved. Mourning the loss of her lover, the girl prayed with all her heart, and the gods heard her prayers. They felt her sorrow and took pity on her. Her lover was soon transformed into a chrysanthemum and the gods spoke thus, “We have turned your lover’s body into a flower and kept his soul from passing on. Love and care for it as you would him, and in time, he will regain his life and return to his original form.”

      It was an old story. I didn’t know how old, but this story was the reason chrysanthemums were used in funerals. It was the hope of those who continued to live that their loved ones would eventually return to them.

      As the crowd parted for her, Empress Hilda moved through the gathering, with us following behind her, and eventually reached the large stone monument. The monument was an obelisk. It was made from an obsidian material that seemed to abstain from light. As we stopped in front of it, I saw that thousands of names had been carved into the surface. I naturally sought out the names I recognized, the ones from my guild who died at Demon Beast Pass.

      Empress Hilda turned to the crowd.

      “This monument shall serve as a testament to the strength and courage of those who gave their lives for us. I hope that all of you will honor the dead with me.”

      After speaking, she stepped forward and placed a flower on the ground at the foot of the obelisk. When she stepped back, Valence went up and did the same, followed by Dante and Rainer. Her sons went up next. The expressions on Geirolf’s, Earland’s, and Mykkel’s faces remained stoic as they placed their flowers before the obelisk. Once they were done, I went up with Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv. We all stood back after we each placed our flower on the ground; then one by one, the people who had come to this gathering walked forward and followed our example.

      A crying Catalyna went up with Marko and Catherina, Bjark and Ingrid silently walked up and set their flowers down with solemn expressions, and the other members of the Nevarian Braves each went up during their turn, paused, and set their flowers on the ground.

      I wondered how many of these people had lost a loved one. Over 6,000 people had died in the battle at Demon Beast Pass. That was not a small number. I was sure that many here were family members of the deceased.

      Sigrid, Gudmund, and Gudbrand also went up. However, I didn’t get the feeling they were honoring the dead so much as humoring everyone else. It might have been my perception of them. I would admit that I didn’t trust them, so that might have been coloring my judgment, but it still seemed like they didn’t particularly care.

      There were at least a few thousand people present, and not all of them were related to the deceased. Some simply seemed to be people who were paying their respects, but from the tears so many shed, I assumed a good portion of them were the remaining family of the Spiritualists who’d died. I recognized at least several of them from having met them previously to inform them of what happened to their loved ones.

      After the memorial service, a lot of people came up to speak with Empress Hilda. Most of them thanked her for holding the service. They probably wanted to do more. I was sure some of them wanted to rage and scream more than anything, but they couldn’t do that to the empress, so they held back. When Catherina went up to Empress Hilda and began speaking, Catalyna and Marko came up to us.

      “Hey, Commander,” Catalyna said in a morose tone.

      “Hey,” I said back. “You doing okay?”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m okay, but I’m hanging in there.” She looked back at where her mom was talking to the empress, sighed, then offered us a resigned smile. “It almost doesn’t feel real, you know? Grandpa always seemed so powerful to us. The idea that he’s gone hasn’t really sunken in yet.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kari apologized to Catalyna. “If I had been stronger, this wouldn’t have happened. If I had reached the Third State of Spiritualism sooner, I could have saved him.”

      “Hmm… maybe,” Catalyna said with a shrug. “We can’t really deny that there is a possibility you could have saved him, but that doesn’t mean it’s your fault he died.” She placed a hand on Kari’s shoulder. “You fought as hard as you could, and Grandpa also fought the best he could. He was a Spiritualist. Like the rest of us, he accepted all the risks that came with his duty. I don’t want you blaming yourself for what happened to him, okay?”

      “If that’s what you want,” Kari muttered.

      “It is.”

      While Kari and Catalyna were speaking, Siv clenched her hands into fists. I’d heard that she had joined the battle after a while. However, it seemed that, for the longest time, she had simply stood back and watched. Out of all the people there, she likely felt the guiltiest because she could have saved Grimm and many others but didn’t.

      I reached out to grab her hand. I was planning to reassure her. When my hand touched hers, though, Siv jerked back, her face turning a brilliant red. I remained with my hand outstretched like that for several seconds, then slowly retracted it.

      “Uh… sorry,” I said.

      Catalyna, despite being red-eyed, giggled. “It seems despite being engaged to three women, you really don’t understand women that well, do you?”

      I frowned at her. “I’m pretty sure my inability to understand women is not the issue here.”

      “Are you sure about that?” she asked.

      “Darling understands this princess just fine,” Lin said, crossing her arms and frowning at Catalyna. The look in her eyes all but said, “I dare you to tell this princess otherwise.”

      “I guess I stand corrected then.” Catalyna continued to chuckle despite her words. While I wasn’t happy her laughter came at my expense, I was glad to see that she could still laugh.

      Catalyna and Marko soon traveled back to their mother’s side after Catherina finished speaking with Empress Hilda. I thought about what Catalyna said. Did I really not understand women like I thought I did? I would admit that maybe I didn’t understand every woman, but I was at least confident that I understood Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv fairly well.

      As the two left, Fay came up to my side, leaned over, and spoke into my ear. “You know Siv didn’t jerk away from you because she doesn’t like you, right?”

      I whispered back. “I know.”

      “Do you know why she did that?” I opened my mouth to answer, but then slowly closed it and shook my head. Fay smiled at me. “It’s because she likes you. Maybe she only realized it recently, but I can see she likes you from how she acts.” Fay’s smile became self-deprecating as if she was thinking about herself. “I recognize the signs since I once felt the same way she does.”

      “So that’s it.” I frowned as the knowledge sank in. Siv liked me. I wasn’t sure what I should do. “Then… I should talk to her?”

      “I’d recommend giving her some space for now,” Fay advised. “Siv seems awfully shy. If you push her too hard, she’ll just run away from you.”

      I sighed at that, but then nodded and agreed to do what Fay said.

      The rest of the memorial service was spent speaking with some of the people who arrived. A lot of the families I had visited the previous day came up. Some of them apologized for being so harsh with me the other day, but others simply seemed to be paying me obligatory courtesy because of my status. The children from the orphanage were also present, though only Margaret came up to thank me. Balder also came up. However, it was only to tell me that he had decided to join the Nevarian Braves like his “big sister” when he grew up.

      I hoped he wouldn’t come to regret that decision.

      As the day wore on, the people soon left, and I traveled home with Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv. We ate a small dinner once we got back, but none of us were that hungry despite having not eaten the entire day. Only Lin and Siv, a Lamia and Drakvarian respectively, had an appetite… but even they only ate about half of what they normally did.

      I soon found myself snuggling with Kari and Lin. They leaned into my sides and hugged my arms. Fay looked like she wanted to join them, but she was sitting on the other couch with Siv.

      Since all of us were together, I decided now was the best time to bring up a subject I wanted to discuss with them.

      “I’m planning to travel back to the Morkdypt Ravine,” I said. “Now that the Sekbeists are gone, I’d like to go back and free the people who have been enslaved. There are many more people aside from just Siv who have had their will taken away from them.”

      I remembered seeing a few Dweorgs among those who had been enslaved, and I really wanted to free them. Of course, I had my sentimental reasons. However, I also thought it would be good if we could get the Dweorgs to live in Nevaria. Dweorgs were known as the greatest craftsmen in all the nine realms for a reason. I was certain they would be able to help the city-state flourish even more.

      Kari nodded as though she had been expecting this. “We assumed you’d be going back there. We’re going to travel with you. There’s also something we wanted to show you, and it’s not that far out of the way.”

      “I understand,” I said. “Tomorrow, Kari and I will inform Empress Hilda of our decision.” I glanced at Lin, Fay, and Siv. “Can I leave packing our supplies for the journey to you three?”

      “You can count on me,” Fay said.

      “Don’t worry, Darling. This princess will take care of everything!” Lin added.

      Siv hesitated before nodding. “I will… do my best.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      With our decision made, the five of us continued speaking until it was later in the night, and then went to bed.

      Of course, all of us except Siv ended up in the same bed.
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      “Now is the best time to strike! With Grimm Kriger dead, we have one less Spiritualist who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism to worry about!”

      “You fool! You’re being too hasty! Did you forget that Kari Astralia has now reached the Third State of Spiritualism?! And let’s not forget about Eryk Veiger and his abominable strength! If we attack now, we would only be inviting disaster!”

      “You’re the fool here! The longer we wait, the greater their strength will grow! If we don’t attack now, then we’ll have missed our opportunity!”

      Sigrid sighed as she listened to these old codgers continue arguing. She was standing in the center of the Drage Council chamber alongside her eldest brother and father, keeping silent like a dutiful clan heiress, even though all she wanted to do was tell them to shut up.

      The Elder Council consisted of six people—five men and one woman—who had been a part of the Drage Family for a long time. She didn’t know exactly how old they were. It was impossible to judge their age just by listening to them because they didn’t sound all that old, but these codgers supposedly belonged to the same generation as Herleif Astralia and Grimm Kriger, which meant they were at least over a hundred.

      As she continued listening to them argue with each other, Sigrid grew sick of hearing them talk and interrupted them.

      “I do not believe attacking them is a good idea right now.”

      “Sigrid! What are you doing?!” her father hissed, but Sigrid ignored him.

      “You are speaking out of turn, Sigrid,” the Head Elder said.

      The six Drage Council members were not visible, hidden as they were behind their curtains, but Sigrid could see their silhouettes beyond the cloth fabric obscuring their faces and bodies.

      “I am aware of that. You may punish me if you wish, but I would at least like you to hear what I have to say,” Sigrid said. The woman sitting on a chair to the left of the Head Elder gestured for her to continue. She nodded and spoke some more. “The first reason why attacking would be a bad idea right now is because of Eryk Veiger. Our information on him was woefully inaccurate. Eryk doesn’t have a dual affinity. During the battle, I saw him use both the earth and darkness elements on top of lightning and water.”

      The elders, and even Gudmund and Gudbrand, sucked in a breath.

      “Four elements,” the Head Elder said in a hushed whisper.

      “Impossible!” another said, his voice disbelieving.

      “Are you certain of this?” asked the woman.

      “I am quite certain. My own eyes would not deceive me,” Sigrid said.

      The elders looked at each other. Even though she couldn’t see their faces, she could almost sense their nervousness—not that she couldn’t understand what they were thinking. If Eryk could indeed use four elements, then he would be an incredible force, one that not even they would be able to contend with, especially if he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism with all four of them.

      “What’s more, we are still more or less evenly matched in terms of how many Spiritualists we have that have reached the Third State of Spiritualism,” Sigrid continued. “We have nine—your august selves, me, Father, and Gudmund. They have Hilda, Herleif, Kari, and Eryk, plus that Dragon girl, Siv. Assuming Eryk can use four different elements and has reached the Third State of Spiritualism with each one, he can likely fight off at least three of us at the same time, which means we don’t have an advantage in terms of superior firepower. To top it off, they have the Nevarian Braves, the Nevarian Spiritualists, and the Imperial Royal Guard. Our entire Drage Family combined is not enough to take on those numbers, especially if the Kriger Family decides to get involved… and they will, given how close Herleif was to Grimm.”

      As Sigrid listed off all the reasons they shouldn’t make a move yet, the elders found themselves nodding along with her, and even her father and brother could not help but agree.

      “You bring up some excellent points,” the Head Elder said.

      “It’s all that blasted Eryk’s fault!” The Second Elder slammed a fist onto the armrest of his chair. “Had he never shown up, we would have taken control of Nevaria already!”

      Sigrid didn’t know about that, but she wouldn’t deny that Eryk Veiger’s presence had certainly put a damper on the plan these old codgers had concocted.

      A shiver went through Sigrid’s body as she thought about what she had seen. Eryk’s display of power during the battle at Demon Beast Pass had made her so wet, so incredibly hot and bothered. Sigrid was attracted to power. It didn’t matter who had it. Man. Woman. Anyone with that kind of power attracted her like a moth to a flame. Outside of family loyalty, it was the elders’ power that made her listen to them. Eryk had power in spades.

      If I could get Eryk to join our cause…

      Sigrid’s body hummed at the thought. She wanted him. Of course, she thought having Eryk on their side would be a boon to them, but above and beyond that, she really just wanted him for herself.

      “How should we deal with this then?” asked the Third Elder.

      “If possible, could you leave these matters to me?” asked Sigrid.

      The elders, Gudbrand, and Gudmund all gawked at Sigrid.

      “Why should we leave this to you?” asked the Head Elder.

      Sigrid curled her lips into a viper’s smile. “Because I have a plan that I believe will help us take control of Nevaria. It will just take a little patience on our part.”
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      After reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism with the lightning element, I went about gathering the necessary ingredients to create a Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill for the water element.

      The ingredients required for this pill were subtly different. While most of the ingredients were the same, some of them, like the scales from a Lightning Chimera and the essence blood of a Thunder Leopard, had been changed to bone marrow of a Six-Headed Water Serpent and essence blood of an Undine, which was the final evolutionary form of the Water Nymph and an A-Rank Demon Beast.

      The biggest change to the ingredients I needed was the S-Rank monster core. Last time, I needed the monster core of a Demon Beast with a lightning element; this time, I needed one with a water element.

      It took years to gather all the ingredients again, mostly because every ingredient was spread across the Demon Beast Mountain Range. It wasn’t like these ingredients were all located in one convenient area. I needed to travel from one side to the other, and I didn’t know where most of the ingredients were located, so finding them required a lot of reconnaissance.

      While I avoided places like the Morkdypt Ravine, I ended up traveling very far south, past Nevaria, until I reached an archipelago. This chain of islands had numerous treasures. There weren’t just several of the ingredients I needed like the essence blood of an Undine. Many of these islands also had the ruined remains of ancient cities and towns situated on them.

      On the largest island were the ruins of a massive city that spread for several dozen kilometers. Many Demon Beasts inhabited this city, though I made short work of them. It was almost laughably easy to kill them now. A single wave of my hand was enough to annihilate anything below a B-Rank Demon Beast, and even A-Rank Demon Beasts didn’t give me more than a bit of trouble. I guessed this was the difference between the Third and Fourth States of Spiritualism.

      It really was like the difference between heaven and earth.

      As I walked through the city, I studied the architecture. Most of the buildings were made from stone. Of course, the buildings were so old that a lot of the walls were faded and crumbling. Vines and moss grew over everything as well. It made it hard to see the original walls. Interspersed between buildings were giant palm trees, which were a rarity and only seemed to grow in tropical places like this.

      The salty scent of the sea reached my nose and refreshed me. I didn’t really understand why. It was like the salts contained minerals or something that I breathed in, which soothed my nerves and helped settle my mind.

      After wandering the area for an entire week, I was able to find several of the water-related ingredients needed for the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill. The only ingredients I hadn’t found were the bone marrow of a Six-Headed Water Serpent and the S-Rank monster core of a Demon Beast with a water affinity.

      One day, I returned to the camp I had created outside of the city. It was located in a thick jungle that hid my presence from Demon Beasts. They might not be a problem for me to kill, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be attacked in my sleep either. My basic pitch tent was made from the hide of a Demon Beast I had killed and was set next to a small pond that fed into the ocean.

      I started a fire inside of my firepit, filled a bucket with water, and began boiling the water to rid it of any bacteria that could infect me. Some of that water would go into my flask, but I planned on using the rest to create a stew with root vegetables and a Demon Beast I had killed a while back. You wouldn’t guess it because of how powerful they were, but some Demon Beasts actually tasted pretty good.

      While I was sitting by the fire, a soft splash caught my attention. I looked up to find…

      “A girl?”

      It was indeed a young girl who looked to be maybe in her mid or late teens. Only her head and a bit of her shoulders and collarbone were visible, sticking out of the water of the pond, ripples spreading around her. She was staring straight at me with unbridled curiosity brimming in her eyes. However, the moment she realized I had seen her, she ducked back underneath the water.

      I scrambled to my feet and ran over to the pond. I looked inside but couldn’t see anything except the backside of a fairly decent-sized fishtail swimming away.

      The next morning, I did the same things as usual, leaving my camp and traveling out to sea in search of either a Six-Headed Water Serpent or an S-Rank Demon Beast with a water affinity. My luck seemed to have run dry, though. I found neither of those. That said, I did run into a lot of Demon Beasts.

      There were many different types of Demon Beasts that lived in the sea.

      There were Sirens—Demon Beasts that looked like women with bird legs, wings, and scales. They made the islands their home and hunted in flocks. I had been attacked by them numerous times, though I was pretty sure I had wiped most of them out by now.

      I also fought a Scylla. It was an A-Rank Demon Beast that had eight tentacle-like appendages in place of legs and a deformed upper half that reminded me very vaguely of a person. In fact, I was almost tempted to believe this Demon Beast had, at one point, been a human that somehow transformed into a Demon Beast. Despite its human-like upper body, it, like the Sirens, did not have the ability to speak the human tongue.

      Aside from those two Demon Beasts, there were also turtles the size of an island, whale monsters big enough to swallow an island whole, and a myriad of shark-type Demon Beasts. A lot of the creatures I saw were quite big. I suppose it was because the sea itself was very vast. It stretched on for hundreds of kilometers, this big, open puddle of water that seemed to have no end and nothing hampering the growth of these creatures.

      Sadly, I still had yet to find an S-Rank Demon Beast or a Six-Headed Water Serpent.

      During my thirtieth day on the archipelago, I was frying up some Scylla tentacles over an open flame, using a pan that had miraculously survived the destruction of the nearby city. I breaded the tentacles using a makeshift bread I had created with simple flour and water. The Scylla tentacles were sizzling as I fried them in coconut oil, and the scent that wafted from it was honestly pretty mouth-watering. It contained a hint of saltiness that mixed well with the floury scent of the bread.

      Sniff. Sniff.

      That girl was back again. She was over by the lake once more, submerged in the water so I could only see her face, elegant neck, and shoulders. I pretended not to notice her while observing her out of the corner of my eye.

      I had not been sure what this girl was at first, but I could now tell that she wasn’t human. Her ears had been replaced with a pair of fin-like appendages, which emerged from her long, pink hair. The color of her hair honestly impressed me. My own green hair made me look exotic according to some of my compatriots from when I was living in the Northern Plains, but this girl’s hair was something else.

      She was also very pretty. Her pure white skin had a glossy sheen and looked impeccably smooth and soft. Jade eyes peered out from behind her pink bangs. Her profile contained an elegance that I would have expected from royalty. Her small nose gave her a somewhat adorable appearance, and her full lips made her seem like a seductress.

      While she obviously wasn’t human, I didn’t think she was a Demon Beast either, since a Demon Beast would have attacked me the moment it saw me. This girl was something else, like the Lamia of the Endless Desert or the Beastfolk of the Northern Plains. I didn’t know what she was, but I knew she was at least not my enemy.

      “Do you want some?” I asked.

      “Eep?!”

      The girl released a soft squeak when I spoke out loud and looked like she was about to duck beneath the water.

      “H-hold on! I’m only asking if you want some food!”

      She halted her actions before fully submerging her head. I turned to look at her. Now I could only see the upper half of her face. She stared at me from this position, which caused a small droplet of sweat to trickle down my face.

      “Um… can you understand me?” I asked.

      The girl didn’t say anything at first. She bobbed in the water and seemed to scoot her face even closer to the edge of the rock she was hiding behind. Then…

      “I can understand you,” she said. Her voice was softer than I expected, but that fit her appearance.

      “Oh, good.” So she could talk. Sighing in relief, I looked at the pan of fried Scylla tentacle, then turned back to the girl. “So… did you want some of my food? I don’t mind sharing.”

      This girl had been sniffing and staring at my food for the past several days. I only spoke now because I imagined this girl knew the area better than me.

      “… Can I?”

      “Well, I did offer.”

      Taking the pan off the fire, I grabbed two plates from inside my tent and served up the Scylla tentacles. I walked over to the edge of the pond under the watchful eyes of the girl. She seemed wary of me, like a frightened rabbit staring into the terrifying muzzle of a Dire Wolf. However, she didn’t run away like last time.

      I sat down, then set one of the plates on the ground in front by the edge of the pond and placed the other on my lap. My butt was getting a little wet because of how damp the ground was, but I didn’t trouble myself over such trivialities.

      The girl hesitated for a while longer, but then, ever so slowly, like a mouse warily coming out of its hole, she moved around the rock and swam up to the pond’s edge.

      Now that she was close enough for me to observe her, I could see that the girl’s skin was glossy because it had a layer of slime-like substance coating it. What’s more, her lower half was that of a fish. I blinked when I saw how her body shifted from human-like skin to fish scales just a little below her hips. Unlike normal fish scales, however, these were a beautiful pink color just like her hair. Gills on the sides of her torso moved as though they were breathing for her.

      She wasn’t naked, though that wasn’t saying much. Her breasts, which were larger than I expected, were covered by a pair of large seashells that were kept in place by numerous pearl-like beads strung together with some kind of thread. Similarly, there was a skirt covering her lower half made of some type of… seaweed? It looked like seaweed, but it was very colorful.

      “Careful, it’s hot,” I warned the girl as she reached out a tentative hand toward the Scylla tentacles. She looked at me, nodded, then slowly reached for the tentacles again.

      I bit into mine and enjoyed the crunchy texture of the outer breading, which really complemented the somewhat chewy texture of the Scylla tentacle. The girl, meanwhile, had grabbed a piece of tentacle and blown on it several times before taking a tentative bite. Her eyes widened before she shoved the whole thing in her mouth and began chewing ravenously.

      “Is it good?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We don’t have anything like this in Atlantia! What sort of food is this?”

      “Fried Scylla tentacles.”

      The girl froze. “W-what did you say?”

      “It’s fried Scylla tentacles,” I said.

      “You… you killed a Scylla?” the girl breathed in shock.

      “Er… is that bad?”

      I knew there were some cultures out there that worshipped certain Demon Beasts as gods and guardian deities. They were often primitive people who lived in isolated parts of the continent. So far from any civilization, they struggled to survive and often worshipped Demon Beasts because anything that strong must obviously be a god… or at least, that was how I believed their thought process went.

      “I-it’s not bad,” the girl said, still staring at me with her wide eyes. “But if you can kill a Scylla, then you must be really strong.”

      “Well, yes.” I nodded. “I have reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for the lightning element.”

      “I don’t know what that means, but maybe you can help us,” the girl said.

      I had no idea what sort of help she wanted from me at the time, though I did notice that she had said “us” instead of “me,” meaning she wasn’t the only one of her kind. I decided to lend her a hand. Maybe she could help me find an S-Rank Demon Beast or at least the Six-Headed Water Serpent.

      “By the way, what’s your name?” I asked.

      “My name is Lorelei Aegir,” the girl said.

      That was my first interaction with the girl known as Lorelei and my first time meeting a mermaid.
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      Fay had noticed that Siv was avoiding Eryk whenever and wherever she could afford to. She also noticed how the girl not only avoided him, but when they were forced into contact, she often refused to look directly at him.

      She was sure Eryk had noticed this as well. However, since he didn’t know what to do about this and had other issues he needed to deal with, he hadn’t been able to speak with her. She could see from the way he glanced at her that he was bothered.

      That was why Fay had resolved to speak with the girl on Eryk’s behalf.

      She had a good idea as to what the problem was anyway.

      It was early afternoon. Eryk and Kari had gone to the Imperial Royal Palace to inform Empress Hilda about their plans to travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and Lin was busy working with Felman to get some of the paperwork for the Nevarian Braves finished before their group began their journey.

      That left Fay to her own devices. Unlike the others, she didn’t have anything that required her attention.

      Ignoring the slight ache in her chest, Fay knocked on the door to what had become Siv’s room.

      “Are you in there, Siv? It’s Fay.”

      She waited for a moment. A soft thud echoed from the other side. Then the sound of padding feet grew louder before stopping. There was a click as the door pulled open just a crack. Bright green eyes that glowed with a soft luminescence stared back at her. They were different from human eyes. Like Lin’s, the pupils were a black slit that traveled vertically from one end of her iris to the other.

      “Eryk isn’t here,” Fay said as if she had sensed why the girl was so hesitant. “It’s just me.”

      At those words, the door opened more fully and Siv allowed Fay to enter.

      The room Siv was using was the second bedroom, which had originally been the room Fay, Kari, and Lin slept in when they weren’t sleeping with Eryk. Now that Siv lived with them, they had gone back to sleeping with Eryk and given this room to their new roommate. Kari had once discussed the idea of giving her an unused room within the sect headquarters. Eryk had vetoed it, stating that he wanted Siv to be close by in case she needed help.

      He’s always thinking about others…

      “Did you… need something?” asked Siv.

      “I wanted to discuss something with you.”

      There weren’t many places to sit, so Fay went over to the bed, sat down, and patted the spot beside her as she looked at Siv. The young Drakvarian, dressed only in a very light gown, sat beside her after a bit of hesitation.

      As they sat there, Fay wondered how she should start this conversation. Unlike Kari, who was great at holding their group together with her wits and words, Fay was not so eloquent. She couldn’t convince people to see her side of things the way Kari could. As she thought about her first and best friend, Fay paused.

      What would Kari say in a situation like this?

      “You know… Eryk is worried that he’s done something to offend you,” Fay began. “He hasn’t had a chance to talk to you about it, but he’s been watching and noticed that you’ve been avoiding him.” Siv’s eyes widened. “Has he done something to offend you?” Siv shook her head. “Then can I ask why you’ve been avoiding him? He might be so busy that he hasn’t given any indication of being bothered by it, but I can tell he’s very worried about you.”

      Siv placed her hands in her lap. Her hands had scales covering some of them and regular skin covering the rest. They were surprisingly dainty. Fay’s own hands were a lot bigger and more rugged than this Dragon girl’s.

      “He hasn’t… offended me,” Siv said at last. Her mouth twitched several times like she was struggling to figure out which words to use. Her cheeks turned a brilliant shade of red that made Fay wonder what was going through this girl’s head. “Other night… saw you… you four… um… on the bed… you and others… mating?”

      It sounded a lot like a question, but Fay couldn’t tell if Siv was asking her what they had been doing, or if Siv was just not sure if “mating” was the right word to use. However, Fay could pretty much figure out what night Siv was talking about. After all, she, Kari, Lin, and Eryk had only “mated” once since the battle against the Sekbeist/Demon Beast army.

      “Ah… y-you saw that?” Siv nodded, causing Fay’s cheeks to become just as warm as the other woman’s. “I guess we forgot to lock the door. S-sorry. So, um, that’s the reason you’re avoiding Eryk?”

      Siv nodded as she clutched the hem of her dress. She was so short her legs didn’t reach the floor, so she began swinging her feet back and forth with nervous energy.

      “When I saw… my body… it became hot. Touch? Touched? I touched myself… embarrassed.”

      Siv struggled to explain herself. This had to be embarrassing, but Fay thought her struggle was also because she was still learning their language. There were a lot of words she still didn’t know, so she was doing her best to extrapolate using words she did know.

      While Siv’s explanation was a little confusing, Fay understood the gist of it. Siv had seen them having sex and masturbated while watching them. Since then, she had become so embarrassed that she couldn’t even look Eryk in the eye and had taken to avoiding him. That said, she could look at her and the other girls, and she didn’t have a problem talking to them. It was just Eryk, which could only mean one thing.

      “You’re in love with Eryk,” Fay stated.

      “L-love?!” Siv squeaked. Her cheeks became even redder until it looked like her entire face was burning.

      Fay was not surprised that Siv knew what the word love meant; she was sure Lin had taught her. It was a word Lin often used in conjunction with “Darling.”

      “Do you not?” asked Fay.

      “That’s...” Siv squirmed, rubbing her thighs together as she kicked her feet back and forth at an increased pace. Her face contorted into several complicated expressions. At one point, it even looked like scales had begun spreading out from the spot on her cheeks where scales grew. “I… um… think about Eryk… a lot. Always, uh, on my mind? In heart? Chest… um… feels like… like bursting.”

      Fay nodded. “Right. It feels like your chest is going to burst when you think about Eryk.” Siv gave an emphatic nod. “You also want to be with him, right? You probably catch yourself looking at him when you don’t think he notices, yes? You find yourself wondering what he’s doing when he’s not around, and you wish you could be with him even though it’s embarrassing. That’s how you feel, right?” Siv didn’t say anything, but she nodded again. “That’s definitely love.”

      “I’ve never… been in love. What… do I do?” asked Siv in a small voice. She looked so defenseless and vulnerable that Fay felt an odd desire to protect her.

      “Tell him how you feel,” Fay said. “Eryk will definitely accept you. I already know he cares for you a great deal. Right now, he has been too busy to really think about things like courting and romance, but I’m also fairly certain he finds you attractive.”

      “Attractive?”

      “He thinks you’re beautiful.”

      Even Fay could admit that Siv was an incredibly beautiful woman. Her small and lithe figure possessed an ethereal elegance that made her seem otherworldly. She looked so delicate and fragile, yet packed within that tiny body was an explosive power that couldn’t be underestimated. Eryk probably appreciated the dichotomy between her appearance and her strength. He had a thing for strong women, after all.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Siv’s tail began gently striking the bed and her wings extended and retracted as if expressing her anticipation and nervousness.

      “Do you really… think so?” asked Siv.

      “I do.” Fay nodded with certainty.

      “What should I say? How can I tell… um… confess?”
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Fay needed a moment to think about that, but she eventually came up with what she thought was a good answer.

      “I have an idea. Please listen as I explain what you should do,” Fay said before explaining her idea to Siv, whose already blushing cheeks became several shades deeper.
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      I returned home with Kari after we spoke to Empress Hilda. Lin, Fay, and even Siv greeted us upon our return home. Nothing seemed overly unusual, but I could tell something was up from the way Fay was trying really hard to make Siv talk. Outside of how out of character it was for her to be this nosy—nosiness was more Kari’s forte—there was also the fact that Siv herself was trying to converse with me more than she had in the past few days.

      She kept blushing as she talked in her broken manner of speech.

      It was adorable.

      Even during dinner, Fay had somehow convinced Kari to give up her spot on my right to Siv, who looked like her face was about to burst as she tried her best to stutter her way through a conversation with me.

      Lin didn’t speak much at all, but that was natural. It was dinner. Lin rarely ever talked during dinner because she was so focused on her food. On the other hand, I noticed Fay leaning into Kari and whispering something in the blonde’s ear. The ear-to-ear grin that split Kari’s face was quite the sight to behold.

      “What are you two talking about?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” Kari smiled at me, but it was full of mischief. “We were just discussing something among us girls.”

      There was definitely something suspicious going on.

      I decided to ignore the women and their suspicious conversation since Siv still wanted to talk more. We didn’t really talk about anything in particular. In fact, she mostly asked questions regarding Nevaria and words that she still didn’t know.

      After dinner, I stood up from the couch that had become our makeshift dining room table and stretched.

      “I’m going to take a bath. Do any of you want to join me?”

      “This princess wants to—ouch!” Lin yelped quite suddenly and leapt to her feet—um, her tail. “Why did you step on this princess’s tail?!”

      “You can’t take a bath with Eryk right now,” Fay said. “There’s something we want to talk to you about.”

      Lin frowned at the redhead with an increasingly moody expression, but then she looked at Kari, who merely nodded at her, and released a sigh. Slowly nodding with great reluctance, she looked back at me with an expression so regretful I was tempted to tell her that she could take a bath with me if she wanted to.

      “This princess… has some things to discuss with Big Sister and Fay, so she can’t bathe with you,” Lin muttered.

      “I understand.” I smiled. “Some other time then.”

      Since it looked like the girls didn’t want to join me, I went to our private bath by myself, stripped down, and entered the bathing room. I washed my hair, scrubbed my body with soap, and rinsed myself off with a bucket of water. Then I climbed into the bath.

      I sat on the first two steps of the square bath. The hot water soothed my muscles and made me relax. Leaning back, I closed my eyes as steam drifted along the water’s surface like tiny motes, heating me up. This really was the life. My only regret in that moment was that Kari, Fay, and Lin couldn’t join me.

      As I was thinking about the girls, the door to the bathing room suddenly opened. I thought it might be the girls coming to surprise me. Maybe that was their plan all along. But as I stood up and turned around, the person I found wasn’t Kari, Lin, or Fay.

      It was Siv.

      Siv was completely naked, though she did have a towel that barely kept her modesty intact. She seemed a lot more self-conscious now than when we first met. I wondered if this was because she was adopting a more human sense of modesty, or if she was just embarrassed. Her small body, covered in skin that shifted into glistening scales along her arms, legs, and torso, created an alluring image that took my breath away. I hadn’t paid as much attention to her figure the last time I saw her naked because we were in a dangerous situation. However, Siv was an extraordinarily beautiful woman. There was no denying that.

      “Siv?” I blinked several times, wondering what she was doing here, but really, there was only one reason she would come into the bathing room when she knew I was there. “Do you want to take a bath with me?”

      While she didn’t say anything, she did nod once.

      “I understand. Why don’t you sit on the stool, and I’ll wash your hair and back.”

      Nodding again, Siv moved over to the stool and sat down. As I walked up to her, I noticed how her ears and the back of her neck had turned pink. It could have been caused by the heat, but she hadn’t been inside the bathing room for that long. I suspected the reason for this change in pigment was something else.

      Embarrassment?

      Anticipation?

      Perhaps both?

      I was eager to find out.

      After filling up the bucket with water, I poured it on her head, using my hand to make sure none of the water went into her eyes. I filled the bucket once more. Then I sat down and began washing her hair.

      I had a lot of experience with hair washing now. I washed Kari’s, Lin’s, and Fay’s hair whenever we took baths together, so it wouldn’t be inaccurate to call me an old hand at this.

      “You have gorgeous hair,” I complimented.

      “Thank you,” Siv mumbled.

      “You know, you and I are some of the only people who have such a unique hair color in this world,” I continued talking, mostly because I thought it would help Siv relax. Her shoulders were so tense I thought they might snap. “Humans don’t have our hair color. The most unusual color they tend to get is red like Fay’s, but colors like green, pink, purple, and the like aren’t colors I’ve ever seen a human possess.”

      “Aren’t you human?” asked Siv.

      “I believe I am half-human,” I answered. “Though I don’t know what my other half is.”

      “Oh.”

      I finished massaging the shampoo into her hair, then poured the bucket of water onto her again, rinsing the shampoo out. I had to do this several times because she had so much hair to wash. After washing her hair, I used a spare towel to twirl the hair around her head into a strange updo that revealed her slender back and swan-like neck.

      I didn’t start washing her back right away. Staring at the green scales that spread across some parts of her back, I could not help but admire their glossy sheen.

      “You have very pretty scales,” I said at last.

      “Th-th-thank you!” Siv squeaked.

      By this point, I had pretty much guessed why Siv was here and the other girls weren’t, but I didn’t say anything as I used the soap to clean her back. Siv’s muscles twitched underneath my touch. The sensation was like that of an erratic heartbeat. Since I was already cleaning her, I decided to go the extra kilometer and washed her arms as well, though I let Siv wash her front and legs. I didn’t want to scare her off.

      Finally, the two of us sat down in the bath. Siv sat close enough to me that our legs were almost but not quite touching. She had placed her hands between her thighs, and it looked like she was rubbing them together.

      I didn’t say anything. I could have, of course, but I could also tell that Siv was working up the courage to tell me something herself. If I had spoken first, it would have invalidated all the courage she had built up.

      “E-Eryk?” she said at last.

      “Yes?”

      “I… um… I…”

      I recognized the struggle she was having, and for a moment, I really considered helping her by speaking first, but I still remained silent. This was something Siv needed to say for herself. It wasn’t something I could help with. If she couldn’t express her own feelings, it would make life a lot more difficult in the future.

      “I… love you…” she finally said it, though her voice was so soft I almost missed it.

      “I love you, too,” I said.

      “Y-you do?” Siv’s eyes widened.

      “I do,” I confirmed.

      Granted, I did not love her as much as I loved the others, but that was because we simply hadn’t interacted as much. I didn’t know her like I knew Kari, Lin, and Fay. We had only known each other for less than half a month. Barely thirty days had passed since our first meeting. That wasn’t a lot of time. However, while my love for her did not possess the same strength as my love for the other girls, I could at least honestly state that I did harbor those feelings.

      “Then… um...” Siv struggled to say what she wanted from me.

      Seeing that she had gotten the hardest part out of the way, I decided to help her along.

      “Eep!”

      Siv squeaked as I scooted closer, until our bodies were touching, slid an arm around her waist, and pulled her close until she was touching my right leg. Leaning down, I placed a hand under her chin and lifted her head so I could kiss her.

      Siv’s entire body stiffened as my lips met hers. She didn’t push me away, though, and after the initial shock wore off, she was kissing me back. Her actions were clumsy and spoke of her inexperience, but I didn’t mind this. Actually, I thought it was kind of cute. As we continued to kiss, I pushed my tongue against her mouth. She had some very sharp fangs, which I rubbed my tongue against. Those things could probably poke a hole in my tongue if I wasn’t careful.

      “Haaaah… ahn… haaaah...”

      Siv’s breathing had grown heavy as she opened her mouth and let me inside, clumsily rubbing her tongue against mine. Of course, it wasn’t just because of our dueling tongues that she was breathing so hard. While I used my left hand to stroke her cheek, I placed my right on her tiny breasts and rubbed her nipples until they grew stiff. She yelped a little when I pulled on them. I guess that meant they were really sensitive. Since she didn’t seem to like that, I simply rolled them between my fingers. Her body shuddered against me as soft moans echoed from her muffled mouth.

      The longer we kissed, the more of her I wanted to touch. I placed my hand on her stomach and felt the supple muscles beneath a layer of skin and scales. I would have expected her scales to feel rough, but they were actually quite soft. They weren’t pliant by any means. These things were obviously tougher than mythril. However, they felt smooth and glossy, like a highly polished gemstone.

      Siv’s body twitched as I moved lower, placing my hand between her legs, but this was where my ability to progress stopped. She closed her legs, trapping my hand between her thighs.

      “Siv?” I asked, breaking away from our kiss.

      “S-sorry,” Siv muttered, looking down. “This is… embarrassing.”

      “Do you want to stop?”

      Siv hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. She slowly opened her legs again. I grabbed the leg nearest me and placed it over my right leg, then slid my hand against the smooth skin of her inner thigh before reaching the prize. As I went back to kissing her, I placed my middle and index finger against her nether lips and slowly rubbed them up and down in long, sensual strokes.

      “Hn! Hnnk! Hnn!”

      Several lyrical moans, muffled by my mouth, escaped from Siv. Her body bucked slightly as though she was grinding her crotch into my fingers. She seemed a bit more sensitive than the other girls.

      I soon inserted a single finger. I wanted to insert two. However, the walls of her vagina quickly contracted against my finger and made me realize how impossible it would be to add a second one right now. This did pose a problem for me that I didn’t realize until this moment.

      Would I even fit inside of her?

      I wouldn’t say I was the biggest guy around, but twenty centimeters was still a lot to fit inside of this tiny hole. If I could just barely fit a single finger inside of her, then how could I possibly expect my fully erect cock to fit?

      Despite this, I continued my actions, rubbing my finger against her inner walls, which contracted around me, squeezing like a vice. I thought Lin was tight, but Siv was so tight that just moving a single finger was difficult. The thought of thrusting my cock into her tight little passage was… well, I couldn’t say it was unpleasant, but I was afraid it would hurt her.

      As I found an area that felt slightly rougher than the rest of her, I used my thumb to peel back the hood near the top of her cunt, exposing her clit, which I began rubbing with my thumb. The tiny pearl twitched from my ministrations.

      “Haaaah! Ahn! Hyk! Hrk! Ahn! Wh-what is this—ahn ah!—what is this feeling?! It feels like, like, hyk, like I’m going to explode!!”

      The moment I stopped kissing her, Siv let out her beautiful voice. I enjoyed the loud wails she released as her insides tightened around my finger. Her stomach muscles clenched as she continued grinding her hips against my hand, bucking and rubbing herself. Meanwhile, the loud splashing of her wings and tail, which were flapping and smacking against the water respectively, added to the music she was making.

      I leaned down and began kissing her jaw and neck, and nibbling on her ears, which seemed to further stimulate her, until, at last, she released a loud wail that bounced along the walls. Her body went limp in my arms seconds later. I hugged the Drakvarian to my chest, stroking her shoulders and face as she caught her breath. After another moment, she looked up at me.

      Her eyes were hooded with desire.

      “Eryk… I…”

      She never finished her sentence and instead lunged forward, kissing me harder than she had before. It was like some unknown passion had consumed her. She pushed her tongue into my mouth. It wasn’t as long as a Lamia’s, but it was longer than a human’s and slightly pointed.

      I kissed her back, placing my hands on either side of her hips. The feeling of scales and skin really was quite pleasant. Her tail splashed against the water as it moved back and forth, while her wings had fully extended from her back.

      As she continued kissing me, Siv turned around until she was straddling my thighs, reached down, and grabbed my dick, which twitched erratically in her grip. She guided it toward her entrance. Her lips were pushed apart, slowly, as the head went in.

      “Urk!”

      Siv pulled back and gritted her teeth as she found herself unable to continue. Her face had contorted into one of pain, wrinkles appearing along her nose and brow.

      “Should we stop?” I asked. “I don’t know if it’s going to fit.”

      “It. Will. Fit!”

      As if my words had caused something inside of her to snap, Siv moved her hips back, until the head of my dick popped out of her entrance, then thrust her hips forward again.

      “AAAAHHHHH!!!”

      I winced as my dick became engulfed in an incredible tightness unlike anything I had ever experienced. It was oddly pleasurable. Siv’s tight passage was squeezing me as it pulsated and twitched. My cock was being shocked by sensations I had never felt before. At the same time, I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy it because Siv was clearly hurting. I should have stopped her.

      “Haaah… haaaaah…”

      “Siv?”

      “S-stay still. Please.”

      Siv pressed her face against my chest. Something wet dripped down my skin. It wasn’t sweat. I could tell Siv was crying, which only made me feel more guilty. As I looked down at her hair, now floating along the water-like tendrils, I noticed the blood mixing in with the water.

      I bit my lip. I didn’t move. I didn’t speak. I remained like this, waiting for Siv to make her move.

      It was already too late to stop now.

      “I… I think you… move now,” Siv said at last.

      With her permission, I rocked my hips back and forth. Since Siv was on top of me and I was sitting, this was harder than it sounded, but then I grabbed Siv’s hips and began helping her move as well. The feeling of her impossibly tight passage made doing much of anything difficult, but she and I continued grinding our bodies together, which helped me ease out of her pussy before pushing myself back inside.

      I’m pretty sure this was hurting Siv. However, she didn’t complain at all. She released several pained whimpers as she continued to move, but soon, those pained sounds shifted into something else, something primal and pleasurable.

      “Ahhhhh… haaaah… haaaaah… hnn!”

      The longer we kept this up, the more Siv’s face relaxed. She picked up the pace, raising her hips and thrusting them down. If I looked past her small breasts and into the water, I could see her tight pussy lips, obscenely stretched around my cock as I moved in and out, in and out. A small spot on her stomach bulged. Was that my dick inside of her?

      The sight of this and of Siv’s rapturous expressions mixed with her erotic moans and the sounds of splashing water to create an atmosphere that was altogether different from when I was with Fay, Kari, or Lin. Like the other three, Siv brought something unique to the experience.

      “Hyk! Hyk! Hrrn! Hrn! Hrn! Hrn!”

      Siv’s pace suddenly increased, forcing me to move to keep up. I could feel my balls tightening. Siv’s walls were contracting at an increasingly furious pace. It wouldn’t be long. Something was already building up inside of me.

      “Siv! I—”

      That was the last word I could get out as Siv’s passage tightened to the point where I couldn’t move. Siv released a loud sound that was like a roar mixed with a moan.

      For just a moment, a small spot on her chest lit up. I saw runes appearing just like they did with the others, but then Siv leaned forward and bit down on my shoulder. The pain jolted my nerves and caused me to release a flood of my seed inside of her. I felt blood trailing down my shoulders, but I didn’t mind as I wrapped my arms tightly around Siv’s body and hugged her to me.

      Eventually, Siv released my shoulder. I winced as her teeth popped out of my flesh but used the water element to heal the wound. As her body became completely relaxed against mine, I sagged backwards on the bench, rested my hand on the lip of the tub, and looked at the ceiling.

      “That was fun,” I decided at last. “Thank you for confessing your feelings to me, Siv, and for this.”

      “…”

      “Siv?”

      I looked down when Siv didn’t answer me to find the girl, her legs still straddling my hips but completely relaxed, and her head resting against my chest. Her hair fell in front of her face. Through the fringe of her bangs, I could see that her eyes were closed. I parted her hair with my hand and studied her face. A bit of blood was leaking from her mouth from when she had bit me, but her closed lips had formed a very content smile.

      She was asleep.

      “Hmm… I guess we can stay in here for a bit longer.”

      Leaning back again, I closed my eyes and decided to remain like this until Siv woke up. A lot of thoughts filled my head as I sat there. The biggest concern I had was whether my decision to sleep with Siv was the right thing to do. Unlike the other women I was with, Siv and I hadn’t bonded nearly as much. Was this appropriate?

      “Looks like you tired her out,” a voice said in my ear.

      I opened my eyes and turned my head. “Kari… this was your plan, wasn’t it?”

      “Whatever could you mean by that?” asked Kari with a grin.

      “Don’t be coy with me. Not right now. You had Siv take a shower with me as a means of telling me to take her as my own.” I frowned and turned to look at the Drakvar sleeping peacefully on the bed. “Are you sure this was the right decision?”

      Kari sat down on the bed and began stroking Siv’s hair. “Yes. Not only was it the right decision, it was the only decision you could make.”

      I pursed my lips. “Siv has nothing and no one. She’s all alone in this world. If I don’t take care of her, then who will? That’s what you’re saying, right?”

      “I do so love how quick you are on the uptake.”

      “But…”

      “I know what you’re worried about, but do you really need to be?” Kari interrupted me. “Your feelings for Siv might not be very strong right now, but it isn’t like you feel nothing. You’re attracted to her, and you enjoy her company. That might not be love, but those feelings will surely grow into love if you give it time.”

      “I suppose…”

      I knew Kari was right, but I was still hesitant. I had bonded with Fay and Lin before we got together. We didn’t get together to fall in love. We got together because we had already fallen in love. What we were doing with Siv was the reverse of what happened between them and me. I was attracted to Siv, but my feelings for her were nowhere near as strong as they had been for Fay and Lin.

      Of course, it was already too late to second-guess myself. Siv and I already had sex. I wasn’t the type to abandon a woman after I made her mine.

      “You’ll be able to love her. I know you will.” Kari stood off the bed, leaned over, and kissed my forehead. “After all, among all the people I have met, you’re the one with the biggest heart.”
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            A New Journey

          

        

      

    

    
      Lorelei had asked me to meet her at a small inlet on the other side of the island in two days’ time. I spent those two days meditating on the elemental affinity of lightning. Within the deepest region of my subconscious, I remained next to my Spiritual Power, the strange nebula and those floating spheres, studying the changes that my Spiritual Core had undergone.

      It had expanded a good deal since I reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. The amount of Spiritual Power I could bring to bear had increased by several times. Not only did I have more of it, but my Spiritual Power had also been refined. It was much easier to control.

      This was especially true when I used the lightning element.

      When the time to meet with Lorelei finally arrived, I packed up my camp and headed toward the inlet. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be returning to this place.

      It only took a few hours to traverse the island. I could have moved faster if I felt like it, but there was no point in rushing. When I did reach the inlet, the dirt shifted into sand and the trees around me vanished before the shore.

      The inlet was long and narrow. It was shaped sort of like an arm. It led into a small bay with a rocky shoreline. Water gently lapped at the shore.

      As I stepped onto the inlet, I saw Lorelei waiting for me at the edge of the water. Her eyes lit up when she spotted me. She raised a hand and waved, her gesticulations wild and enthusiastic.

      She wasn’t alone. There were several other fish people with her. Not all of them were women. There were a few men with large, burly chests, and a head full of hair. One of those men had a surprisingly large and bushy-looking beard. His hair was a bright shade of fire red and his eyes were the same green as Lorelei’s.

      I walked onto the water, my feet lightly touching the surface but not becoming submerged. Water Walking was a skill I had learned while exploring these islands. By channeling a constant stream of water-natured Spiritual Power to my feet, I could walk on water as if I were walking on land. When I did this, several of the fish people began speaking in hushed tones.

      “He can walk on water!”

      “The Messiah!”

      “What an amazing man!”

      “Are you sure that’s a man?”

      “He’s gorgeous!”

      I had grown so used to people saying stuff like this that I was able to ignore them as I walked up to Lorelei. She smiled brightly at me.

      “I’m glad you could make it!” She turned to the man with the fire-colored hair. “Daddy, this is the man I was telling you about. He’s the one who slayed the Scylla.”

      A hushed silence fell over the group of fish people. Jaws dropped, eyes widened, and several looked like they had forgotten to keep pumping their fishtails because a few of them began sinking. As the group gawked at me like I had just sprouted three extra heads, the man Lorelei called “Daddy” studied me with sharp eyes.

      “Is killing a Scylla really that big a deal?” I asked. “I only killed it because I was hungry.”

      My words seemed to invoke even more shock in the group, who began blabbering more loudly than before. While they chattered like children, the man continued to study me as he finally spoke. His voice was a deep baritone that reminded me of ocean waves sweeping over a small village.

      “The Scylla is a powerful Demon Beast that our kind has long since been taught to avoid. Several of our greatest warriors went up against the Scylla and lost their lives. That you claim to have slain it merely because you wanted to eat is rather… shocking. If what you say is true, then you are easily the most powerful person I have ever met.”

      “So I see...”

      Well, the Scylla was an A-Rank Demon Beast. In most cases, A-Rank Demon Beasts were considered incredibly powerful. There was a time when I would have had trouble dealing with one on my own, so I couldn’t fault them for their way of thinking.

      “Lorelei said you needed my help?” I inquired.

      “Daddy, tell him about the Leviathan!” Lorelei said.

      Leviathan? I found my curiosity peaked simply from that one word alone. I didn’t know why, but that word seemed to invoke a powerful resonance within me. Could this Leviathan be what I had been searching for since coming to this archipelago?

      “The Leviathan is a powerful Demon Beast that has been roaming these seas for hundreds of years,” the man said. “We generally have not had a problem with it, but the Leviathan recently discovered Atlantia—the home of us Merfolk. It laid to waste our home and killed many of my people, including several of my best warriors.”

      “And you want me to defeat this Leviathan for you?” I asked, figuring out where this was going. Why else would they make contact with a powerful stranger if not because they needed help?

      “If you are able to defeat it, then I, King Neptune of the Merfolk, will be in your debt,” he said.

      I rubbed my chin and thought about his request. Slaying a Demon Beast would not be hard, especially if it was only an A-Ranked one like the Scylla, but if it was an S-Rank Demon Beast, then I would have finally accomplished one of my goals. There was no harm in helping these people out, and if it got me what I wanted, then I would be a fool not to accept their request.

      “I’ll do it,” I said at last. “I only have two conditions.”

      “Name them,” King Neptune said.

      “The first is that you tell me more about this Leviathan. I’d like to know what it looks like, what kind of abilities it has, and where I can find it.”

      King Neptune nodded. “That is a simple enough condition. I would have done it anyway since knowing your enemy will give you a greater chance of victory. What of the second?”

      “I’d like you to find a Six-Headed Water Serpent.”

      While the Merfolk around us whispered and muttered, King Neptune silently contemplated my request. Six-Headed Water Serpents were A-Rank Demon Beasts around the same level of strength as a Scylla. That meant they were far more powerful than anything these Merfolk could fight. On the other hand, I had already slain a Scylla, which meant I was powerful enough to defeat a Six-Headed Water Serpent as well.

      I waited for King Neptune to make his choice. Lorelei glanced back and forth between the two of us nervously, perhaps wondering if her father would accept my conditions. To be perfectly honest, I felt like my two conditions were rather small compared to what most people would ask for. All I wanted was information on the enemy I was killing for them and the location of a Demon Beast. They literally had everything to gain and nothing to lose.

      “I shall abide by your two conditions,” King Neptune finally spoke. “Now, allow me to fulfill your first request and tell you everything I know about Leviathan.”
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      It was the day our group was set to leave. I woke up surrounded by several women, the same as always. Kari, Lin, and Fay were practically smothering me. I would have said it was stifling, but I honestly enjoyed the warmth that came from being surrounded by these three. However, one of our group was missing.

      Siv.

      In the past few days, Siv had stopped being so shy around me. She wasn’t very talkative, nor was she quite as affectionate as Lin, but she would always hover nearby, touching my hand or thigh, sitting so close I could feel the warmth of her skin. She was reserved in how she showed her feelings for me—at least until I got her in bed. Once I got her going, she could be more passionate than the other three combined.

      Kari and Fay had fully accepted her into the group. Lin had been a bit more reluctant, but I think she was mostly jealous of Siv’s strength.

      Another thing I had noticed was that Siv, like Lin, had runes etched onto her chest. They were located in the very center of her chest and looked just like Lin’s. I still didn’t know what they meant, though I at least knew it was those runes that established the connection that let me use her and Lin’s elemental affinities.

      I sat up in bed and slowly peeled the girls off me. They had wrapped me up in their embrace, so we were pretty much a tangle of limbs and a tail. It took me about ten minutes just to get free of them, especially Lin, who had realized I was trying to escape and unconsciously kept re-wrapping her arms and tail around me every time I removed them.

      Getting out of her grasp required swapping myself out for Kari. I was fortunately well versed in swapping myself out for someone else now. I was tempted to come up with a name for this technique, something like “Body Swapping Secret Art” or what have you.

      Wearing nothing but a pair of pants, I wandered into the living room/office, where I found Siv sitting on one of the couches. She had brought her bare feet onto the edge. Her knees were curled into her chest. She had set her chin on her knees, wrapped her arms around them, and was staring off into space with glazed-over eyes.

      I walked over to her and sat down. Not saying anything, I instead chose to wait to see if she would initiate a conversation first.

      “Nightmare,” Siv said at last.

      “You had a nightmare?” I asked for confirmation.

      Siv nodded and tried to explain in her broken human tongue what her nightmare had entailed. “I was… enslaved. Sekbeists… they enslaved me… and used me for their purposes… I was forced to journey… to ruined city… went through a gate that led to other world. D-died in battle against powerful person.”

      I slowly leaned back on the couch, then grabbed Siv’s feet and pulled to make her let go of them. I placed her soft, small feet on my lap and began massaging them. Siv released a soft mewling sound that was halfway between a growl and a purr. I didn’t know Dragons could purr. Her toes curled as I pressed my thumbs against the pads of her feet, sending a trace amount of the water element into them to help loosen the muscles.

      While I gave Siv a foot massage, I thought about what she had said, piecing her story together in my mind.

      It sounded like her nightmare detailed a time about her being enslaved, but when I considered what the second half of her story was about, I concluded that it was a nightmare in which I didn’t save her from a life of enslavement. The ruined city she journeyed to was obviously Nevaria. The gate… was likely the Warp Gate located underneath the Imperial Royal Palace. She and the Sekbeists went through the Warp Gate, ended up in another realm, and then she was killed fighting against a powerful being from that other realm.

      These must have been memories of her previous life.

      “Can you describe what this other world looked like?” I asked.

      “It was… big city, bigger than anything Siv—than anything I had ever seen. City with… with rainbow-colored bridge. Many people there. Um. People look like humans, but many different hair colors. Here, people only have blond, brown, and red hair. There, people have green, purple, pink, blue, and many other colors. All the people there, uh, very powerful. Single swing can destroy entire horde of Sekbeists.”

      As she spoke, Siv fell back onto the couch, lying down as I continued to massage her feet. I noticed that her toes were particularly sensitive, so I spread them apart and massaged each toe individually.

      I noticed this before, but Siv liked it when I did things for her. Whether that was cooking her a meal, giving her a massage, or brushing her hair, my actions never failed to bring a smile to her face. She was a lot more dependent than Kari, Fay, and Lin.

      Sometime during her tale, Siv had taken to using her free foot, the one I wasn’t massaging, to caress the increasingly large bulge in my pants. I tried to ignore the feeling of her soft foot rubbing my cock through my clothes, but it was very hard. As she finished her story, I had no choice but to stop massaging her feet so I could readjust myself.

      I lay down beside her, on my side. Siv turned over to face me and scooted closer. I placed a hand on her naked hip and began slowly caressing it, which once more caused Siv to release several odd purring sounds. I guessed it was more like a soft growl than a purr. Either way, it was oddly sexy.

      “I’m not exactly sure which realm you ended up in,” I said at last. “Our world has nine realms. Miðgarðr, Niðavellir, Útgarðar, Ljosalfheim, Rikevrann, Sfærevann, Mørkeverden, Vindenket, and Gudeverdenen.” I paused to reach up and cup Siv’s cheek, tenderly stroking it with my thumb. “I have no idea which realm that one is since I know very little about the other realms. However, I can say with certainty that it was not Niðavellir. That realm is home to the Dweorg. They’re a race of very small men and women who are incredible craftsmen, but they are not very powerful. It sounds like wherever you ended up was filled with powerful people, so I’d guess it was one of the higher realms.”

      “Hmm...” Siv scooted closer to me until her face was pressed against my chest. She entwined our legs together and nuzzled against me. Her tail spread across the floor and thumped several times.

      I decided not to say anymore, but I did keep thinking about the world she had ended up in, and about her dream in general.

      I remembered how the other day when we had sex, Siv had bitten me on the neck, drawing quite a bit of my blood. The key to someone regaining the memories of their past life appeared to be having sex with me and taking in my blood.

      I didn’t know for sure, but I think the act of having my sperm injected into them triggered the memory, while drinking my blood tied their physical bodies to mine. This was just a theory; however, Kari and Fay had dreams of their past lives, but they always forgot those dreams shortly after waking up. On the other hand, Lin and Siv could perfectly recall what happened during their dreams. The only difference between these four women—aside from their inhuman origins—was that Lin and Siv had already exchanged blood with me.

      Siv had fallen asleep in my arms. Her gentle breathing was accompanied by the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest.

      I closed my eyes and traveled into my subconscious. I ended up right next to the swirling nebula that was my Spiritual Core. Just like I had suspected, there was another orb rotating around the Spiritual Core that had not been there before. It was a dull green color, about the same size as all the other spheres, and didn’t seem to be active.

      I floated over to the orb and placed my hand against it. Channeling my Spiritual Power, I felt the energy flowing into the orb, activated it, and like a tether connecting me to the orb, I felt the power of wind flowing into me.

      Wind was both gentle and harsh; it could softly blow across the land, creating a cool atmosphere that helped weary travelers and farmers during the warmer days of summer. But it could also turn into a fierce squall, a raging tempest that destroyed everything in its path. Someone who controlled the wind could create anything from a gentle breeze to a mighty hurricane. The ability to manipulate the wind was also the ability to manipulate the weather, since wind was an important factor in determining and controlling the climate and weather.

      As the information on how to control the wind appeared within me, the sphere began glowing a bright green. A link formed between the wind and my Spiritual Core, which once more increased in size.

      Like the earth and darkness elements, I was only at the Second State of Spiritualism with the wind element. Fortunately, because of my inhuman half, I would not need to use movements and dances to use this element, but my powers over the wind were nowhere near the same level as my powers over lightning and water.

      I returned back to the physical world to discover someone calling my name.

      “Eryk. Eryk.”

      Opening my eyes, I looked around to discover that I was still lying on the couch, hugging Siv to my chest, and Kari, Fay, and a grumpy Lin were standing before me.

      I blinked several times, then yawned. Siv also awoke and sat up, stretching her arms above her head as she released a cute yawn that let me see her adorable little fangs.

      “What are you two doing on the couch?” asked Kari.

      “Siv had a nightmare about her past life,” I said as I sat up and rubbed my neck.

      “Oh?” Kari raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like an interesting story. You’ll have to tell us about it later. For now, though, we should take a bath and get ready for our journey.”

      The suggestion to take a bath was met with unanimous agreement, so all five of us put on some clothes and traveled down to the private bathing room. We cleaned each other off and then soaked in the tub. I simply chose to sit on the steps like normal, but Kari and Lin were swimming around in the deeper end of the bath. Fay and Siv sat next to me.

      “What is that on your neck?” Fay asked suddenly.

      “That?” I didn’t know what she was talking about.

      “There is a black mark on your neck. Right here.” She tapped the spot right at the junction between my neck and shoulders. “It looks like a tattoo.”

      I couldn’t see the tattoo by turning my head, so I looked down at the water and stared at my reflection. Just as Fay had said, there was indeed a black tattoo-like object on my neck. It looked a lot like a four-legged dragon with massive wings and a long body coiling around my neck and shoulder.

      This tattoo had not been present the other day, which could only mean it had appeared as a result of Siv biting me when we were having sex. She must have injected her blood and Spiritual Power into me when she bit me. I didn’t think she intended to, but perhaps the act of injecting blood into someone during coupling was an instinct that had been hardwired into other races like Lamia and Drakvarians.

      I looked at the vine-like pattern on my finger, the Ring of Marji, which Lin had given me over a year ago. They definitely bore a striking similarity, not in shape or appearance, but in how they had both been created.

      “I’m sure it’s similar to the Ring of Marji,” I told Fay, holding up my hand and showing off the “ring” around my finger.

      “Hmm… so when Siv bit you, she gave you that dragon tattoo like Lin gave you that snake tattoo,” Fay murmured.

      “Does that mean I’ll be able to give you a tattoo like that if I bite you?” asked Kari as she stood up in the water and waded over to me. She placed her hands on my thighs and leaned over with a daring smile. Her breasts swung from side to side, enticing me to reach out and play with them, though I resisted for now. “I’m awfully tempted to bite you now to see if I can leave my own mark on your body.”

      “You bite me all the time,” I said dryly.

      Kari laughed. “That’s true. But maybe I should bite harder.”

      “Hmph!” Lin snorted and crossed her arms. “Just biting Darling isn’t enough to give him a Ring of Marji. If that was all it took, then anyone could do it. To give the Ring of Marji to the man you plan on mating with, you must inject your Spiritual Power and blood into your mate, while also drinking the blood and Spiritual Power of your mate. That is how Mama taught this princess to give someone the Ring of Marji.” Her frown deepened as she stared at Siv with a look so hard the Drakvarian girl attempted to hide behind me. “This princess has no idea how you managed to give him a ring when it doesn’t look like you were even taught how.”

      “Maybe it’s instinct,” suggested Kari.

      “Maybe,” Lin muttered, though she did not look at all happy by the suggestion.
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      After taking a bath, everyone got dressed and traveled back to our living space on the top floor of the Nevarian Braves headquarters.

      I was wearing my normal clothing. The blue vest and light blue undershirt trailed down past my knees, while the long-sleeved fingerless gloves fit snugly on my hands and arms as they traveled up to my shoulders. My storage ring was on my right index finger on the same hand where the Ring of Marji was proudly displayed. Placed over my vest was a basic silver breastplate with numerous gleaming runes carved onto the surface.

      Fay was wearing an outfit almost identical to mine, but designed for women instead of men. Her boots were longer, coming up past her knees, while mine stopped just below the knees, and her vest was closed by a leather strap just below her chest. Mine had been left open. Not that you could see hers anymore since she was also wearing a breastplate. She wasn’t wearing her gauntlets right now, but they could be summoned at a moment’s notice thanks to the storage rings on her two index fingers.

      Kari had pulled up her black stockings, which disappeared into a burgundy battle dress that was short enough that I would probably see her butt if she bent over. White boots went on her feet. Several leather belts buckled around her waist, one of which had a sheathed dagger swinging at her hip—a secondary weapon in case she lost her ranseur. Her white gloves were fingerless like mine and went up to her elbows. Meanwhile, a shoulder pauldron sat on her left shoulder while her right shoulder was bare. A silver breastplate with the same runes as mine and Fay’s covered her chest, which looked smaller than usual because she was wearing breast bindings.

      Lin did not wear much. She had a breastplate that went over her chest, but it only covered her chest. Her stomach was completely exposed. Similarly, leaf-shaped armor plates went over her hips. They were covered in runes that I had personally carved. The armor only covered her sides, while a skirt underneath the armor protected her modesty.

      The last person who got dressed was Siv. Like Lin, she seemed to prefer fewer clothes, which I guessed came from her reptilian nature. Drakvarians were also a cold-blooded race and relied on things like the sun to warm them up. Her battle gown was a simple dress that exposed her entire back and even some of her butt. That whiteness of the dress complemented her pale skin. Of course, the backlessness of the dress was for the practical purpose of not confining Siv’s wings. She had no armor, but she didn’t need it. A Drakvarian’s body was stronger than any armor. Even a sword infused with Spiritual Power would shatter against her skin.

      “It looks like we’re all ready,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We left our guild headquarters and hopped onto a carriage that would take us to the north gate. As we did, Kari noticed something.

      “You didn’t have the blacksmith forge a new weapon for you?”

      I shook my head. “If my weapons are going to keep breaking like this, then there’s no point in having someone make them.”

      My Dragon’s Tail Ruler had been destroyed. This was the second time it had happened. I did briefly consider getting a new one made, but none of the materials a weapon could be forged from would be able to withstand the rigors of my Spiritual Power.

      “That’s true.” Kari looked at the ring on the middle finger of her right hand. “I’m very glad my ranseur hasn’t been destroyed like your weapons have.”

      “It seems the Dragon’s Tail Ruler isn’t able to withstand my Spiritual Power.” I frowned. “I simply pour too much into it.”

      It wouldn’t be a problem if we went up against weak opponents, but our enemies for this excursion were going to be A and S-Rank Demon Beasts.

      “Maybe you should consider not doing that,” Fay suggested.

      “I would if I could,” I smiled mirthlessly, “but I keep going up against enemies that I can’t afford to hold back against.”

      “This princess is just glad she can make her own weapons with her Spiritual Power.” Lin puffed out her chest with pride.

      “I can do that too, but I feel like weapons made from Spiritual Power aren’t very practical in the long run.” I tilted my head. “They use too much energy to create and maintain. It would be better to just use Spiritual Techniques in that case.”

      “Maybe for you, but this princess is very adept at using her self-created whips.”

      “You won’t get any arguments from me. I’ve never once denied your talent.”

      “Heh heh. See to it that you never do, or this princess won’t go easy on you during our next sparring session.”

      “Oh, my. It sounds like Lin has been going easy on us,” Kari said with a mischievous smile. “Does this mean I should stop holding back as well?”

      “Th-this princess was just kidding! She was just kidding. Please go easy on this princess, Big Sister!”

      The rest of us laughed as Kari teased Lin. Even Siv giggled a little, though she squeaked when a teary-eyed Lin glared at her.

      The carriage eventually slowed to a stop and the five of us exited. I paid the driver. As the man left, traveling back toward the Nevarian Braves headquarters, my group walked toward the north gate, where an entourage of people was waiting for us.

      Empress Hilda stood at the head of this group. With her were Valence, Rainer, Dante, Herleif, Earland, Geirolf, Mykkel, and even Stelys Valstine. None of them were wearing armor at the moment, but that didn’t diminish their presence, especially the empress, who stared at the five of us with a proud but wan smile.

      “Mother,” Kari greeted with a bow.

      “There’s no need for such formalities right now.” Empress Hilda waved her hand to dismiss Kari’s actions. “I am merely here to see off my daughter and her friends. As per the promise I made to Eryk when he won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, I shan’t stop you from exploring the Morkdypt Ravine. Of course, since you have reached the Third State of Spiritualism, there is no need for me to stop you. Your strength is nearly a match for mine now.”

      “Hee hee.” Kari rubbed the back of her head and bashfully grinned at her mother. Her cheeks were slightly red. “I have become pretty strong, huh?”

      “You have indeed.” Empress Hilda nodded. “However, please do not let it go to your head. You might have grown stronger, but as you’ve witnessed from the battle against that strange man, there are still people far stronger than us out there.”

      “I understand,” Kari said seriously.

      While Kari was having a touching moment with her mother, Stelys walked up to Fay and placed his hands on her shoulders. He stared into her eyes. There was a gentle smile on his face that did not match his intimidating appearance.

      “Fay, my daughter, you’ve become so strong and made me so proud. Please, take care of yourself while you’re traveling through the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “I will, Dad.”

      Fay smiled as father and daughter shared a hug. It was touching to me. And it made me wonder what it would be like to have parents.

      I stood back with Lin and Siv, watching the two families as they said their goodbyes. It was not my place to intervene here. However, as we watched the proceedings, Dante walked up to us, his usual lackadaisical smile in place.

      “You never cease to surprise me,” he said.

      “What did I do to surprise you this time?” I asked.

      “Just everything,” Dante said with a chuckle. “I’m always amazed by how much you accomplish. Anyway, today, I am just here to request that you take care of my daughter.”

      That wasn’t something he needed to request of me, but I knew he was just being a father. What father didn’t worry about his child? In my previous life, I had always worried for Kayli’s safety, especially once she got old enough to go out and play. I would often have at least ten people at the Second State of Spiritualism guarding her at any given time.

      Was that overkill?

      Heck no. This was my daughter I was talking about.

      Not that it had done much good in the end.

      “Please do not worry,” I said. “The day I let anything happen to Kari is the day I cut out my own tongue.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Dante said.

      A round of goodbyes was made. Stelys, Empress Hilda, Herleif, and even Valence bid me goodbye as well, telling me to stay safe and come back soon. I think they realized that it would be months before we returned. Not only were we planning on traveling to the Morkdypt Ravine, but I was going to gather all the ingredients necessary to create the Elemental Enlightenment Pills for the girls and myself. I wanted to reach the Third State of Spiritualism with my three new elements. I also wanted Fay and Lin to reach this state with their elements as well.

      After everyone bid us farewell, the north gate opened, and the five of us began our journey.
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      The Leviathan roamed far out at sea, further than I had ever been. King Neptune had said it had taken Atlantia, home of the Merfolk, as its home now, and it was constantly seen swimming around the supposed underwater city.

      I had gone out to sea alone. Walking along the water’s surface, I stretched my Spiritual Perception out as far as I could. Much of the world around me appeared gray, but there were several blue flames swimming through the ocean nearby—B-Rank Selkath, a type of fish Demon Beast that swam in schools. They seemed to be avoiding me, so perhaps this group was smarter than your average Demon Beast, or maybe they hadn’t noticed me yet. Either way, I ignored them.

      “According to King Neptune, Atlantia should be about here…”

      I looked down but could not see anything. The water here was too deep. I didn’t know how deep, but I suspected it might be even deeper than I assumed.

      Taking several slow, deep breaths to calm myself, I began manipulating the water beneath my feet. I imagined a sphere encasing my body, protecting me from the water. Soon, the ocean water rose up around me, forming a spherical barrier with me inside. Once that was done, I slowly sank into the ocean and began descending.

      The murky water was indeed hard to see through. I squinted my eyes and tried peering through it, but I could only see maybe ten or fifteen meters in any direction. There wasn’t enough light here. Grimacing, I continued sinking deeper.

      In an enclosed sphere like this, it was impossible to get air the normal way. Water contained oxygen. Through my studies of aquatic Demon Beasts, I had learned that their bodies could intake oxygen through their gills. I did not have any gills, so I needed to get creative.

      I continuously pulled oxygen from the water through the bubble. I was careful to only pull in oxygen and nothing else. This allowed me to breathe despite being stuck inside an enclosed space in the middle of the sea.

      Several creatures swam past me as I descended, from simple schools of normal fish to the occasional Demon Beast. A few, like the Greater White Shark, tried to attack me, but I crushed their bodies by compressing the water they were swimming in. Their dark blood and organs oozed into the ocean. I ignored the sight as I kept descending and descending until I had reached the seabed.

      My water sphere hadn’t broken. I touched it and watched ripples spread across the gelatinous-like substance. This was my first time diving so deep. I had worried the pressure of so much water might cause my barrier to break, but it seemed I needn’t have worried.

      I looked around after setting down on the sea floor. The bottom of the sea was so different from what I thought it would look like. Most of the floor was simply a flat plain of white sand, but I could see what looked like hills and cliffs in the distance. Everything had a dark blue tint and bubbles occasionally rose from the ground where small sea creatures expelled carbon dioxide.

      I began walking in the direction King Neptune told me Atlantia was located in, readjusting myself since it looked like I was a little off course. As I did, several schools of fish swam past me, their bodies glinting in the oddly reflected light down here.

      It wasn’t long before I was walking through a series of cliffs, which I realized was actually a coral reef. All kinds of interesting creatures were swimming through it. Many of them avoided me, but there was one eel that poked its large head out to stare at me. I was pretty sure it was a Demon Beast, but it didn’t attack, so I moved on.

      There were more than just coral reefs down here. On my way to Atlantia, I found several sunken ships. They were a lot bigger than the ones I had seen moored on beaches and shores, which tended to err on the small side. These were easily capable of fitting upwards of a hundred or more people. They were made from wood and had a large mast. I wasn’t sure how old these ships were, but considering what happened to the humans who had been living out this way, I was certain they were from before the Great Catastrophe.

      Kari would have loved to explore them.

      After bypassing numerous sunken ships, I finally came upon a massive gate. I blinked several times and rubbed my eyes, but even after staring at it a second time, the gate did not go away. It was indeed a giant gate about the same size as the one surrounding Nevaria. The majestic entryway was adorned with half-destroyed statues of Merfolk standing vigilant guard on either side of the half-demolished gate entrance.

      It struck me as odd that a place like Atlantia would have a gate. Merfolk could swim, right? If they could swim, then they could just as easily enter Atlantia by swimming into it from above. Was there any point in having a gate?

      Shaking my head, I dispelled the thought as irrelevant and moved past the massive towers of carved coral, walking into the city itself.

      The buildings in Atlantia were all made from coral. Some were large, towering so high above me that I couldn’t see the tops, while others were smaller and squatter. I found one squarish building that had numerous motifs and adornments on it, making it look almost like a temple. Several tilted archways marked the entrance. There was another building surrounded by columns. One of the three-story buildings I came across even featured windows, though they didn’t look to be made of glass. I tapped against the sturdy frame and watched the window wobble. What kind of material was this? A bubble?

      I kept traveling through the city, searching for this Leviathan. It shouldn’t be that hard to spot. King Neptune had said the Leviathan was bigger than the largest building in Atlantia. Its body was long and so thick it could swallow ten buildings such as these whole. Surely such a massive Demon Beast would be easy to spot.

      Right?

      Close to the center of Atlantia was a large building that reminded me of a temple. Ruins maybe? It looked very much like the ruins found across the continent. The building itself was a majestic construction made of red, blue, and pink coral. Columns lined the entrance, the door of which was shut and guarded on either side by two merman statues gripping spears at the ready. While everything else was made of coral, the door was made of mythril. I was surprised.

      Was it possible that Atlantia had at one point existed above the sea?

      Maybe people back then had been capable of living underwater?

      Perhaps the Merfolk were an evolved form of humans who had spent so much time in the ocean that they grew fins?

      All this speculation was getting me nowhere, so I dismissed it.

      As I walked alongside the ruined remains of a massive gray wall, I kept my eyes peeled for any signs of this Demon Beast. However, no matter how many times I turned my head or how hard I squinted my eyes, I couldn’t see anything. As I reached the end of the wall, I sighed and wondered if maybe this Leviathan had moved on. Could it have already left Atlantia?

      The thought depressed me.

      I came close to the wall so a small section of it was inside my bubble. I placed a hand against the wall and used it as something to lean on. It felt a bit odd. It was hard, but it had some yield to it. It also felt more like scales or leather than it did coral. As I ran my hand over the wall, I looked up to see how large it was.

      Then I froze.

      On the wall, just a few meters above my head, a glowing red eye was staring down at me.

      I leapt back as my sense of danger screamed at me. In that exact moment, something pierced the ground where I had been standing. It looked like some kind of feeler or tentacle. It was long, about the same thickness as my body, and seemed to be coming from somewhere on top of what I now realized wasn’t a wall at all.

      The “wall” suddenly moved, the Demon Beast before me raising its head and turning to face me. Several rows of sharp teeth greeted my sight. Each tooth was nearly two times larger than I was tall. This muzzle was almost all mouth and fangs, shaped like a triangle, and had a pair of glowing red eyes attached to either side.

      Past the mouth were several sharp protrusions that looked like spikes jutting from its body. They were on either side of this Demon Beast. There was also a row of incredibly sharp fins on top, moving back along its neck before disappearing between a set of what I could only describe as blubbery wings. I could see nothing past that. This creature’s body was so massive that the rest of it disappeared into the murky depths of the water. However, I didn’t really need to see the rest of it to know what this creature was.

      It looked like I had found the Leviathan.
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      Our first half a month in the Demon Beast Mountain Range was dedicated to gathering alchemy ingredients. I planned on refining the Elemental Enlightenment Pill for Lin, Fay, and three more for my newly acquired darkness, earth, and wind affinities.

      There were a total of sixty-five ingredients required to refine this particular pill. Most of the ingredients were not that rare. They were classified between Grades 3 and 6. Six of the ingredients needed, however, were classified as Grade 8 and one of them was a Grade 9—the life elixir.

      We spent that first half a month gathering all of the ingredients that were Grades 3 through 6. Thanks to the storage rings that Kari had created, gathering and carrying ingredients was a simple matter. Not only could the storage rings contain nearly one ton’s worth of supplies, but anything placed inside of the ring would remain frozen in time until summoned.

      Kari called it stasis.

      Gathering the ingredients we needed involved a lot of traveling. We traversed forests, plains, and deserts, and even scaled several mountains, searching through numerous caves. Despite how far we traveled, none of the girls seemed to mind all that much. In fact, I had never seen them smiling so much.

      Out of all the girls, none of them smiled more than Kari.

      The young woman was really in her element out here. People in Nevaria often spoke of Kari’s elegant demeanor and graceful poise, her refined manner of speaking and her reserved expressions. None of them had ever seen her like this, covered in dirt, hiking over mountains, and killing Demon Beasts. She trekked through the wilderness with a wide smile on her face and the vivaciousness of life in her eyes.

      This was the side of Kari that only a few people aside from us had ever seen.

      That was not to say the other girls did not appear to be enjoying themselves. While Lin complained several times about the lack of a warm bath, she enthusiastically chatted with her “Big Sister” and Fay, and though she was still reluctant to engage Siv in conversation, at least she did not shun the Drakvarian girl.

      Fay and Siv seemed to have built a rapport with each other similar to the one Kari and Lin had—minus the teasing. Fay was a lot more nurturing than our blonde princess. When Siv wasn’t glued to my side, she was attached to Fay’s hip.

      Siv didn’t speak much. The more she learned about the human language, the less she seemed to say. I think the only reason she said so much during the first half a month she had lived with us was that she was still learning, but once she was able to form whole sentences without stuttering, pausing, or retracting her statements, she began speaking less. These days, it wasn’t unusual for her to reply with only a few words and she rarely partook in our conversations.

      None of us took offense to this, as we realized Siv was just a naturally quiet person. She seemed to prefer observing her surroundings and speaking only when necessary. Of course, she would still talk if someone spoke to her. She merely preferred being quiet.

      At present, we were trekking through a jungle. It was the same jungle we had trekked through during our expedition with Catalyna almost half a year ago. The humid tropical air caused sweat to break out on our skin. All of the trees were twisted and gnarled. They bent to create odd shapes that couldn’t be found in a normal forest. Most of them were covered in vines and moss that hung from branches. Meanwhile, the ground beneath our feet was soggy, sucking in our boots and forcing us to expend more effort when pulling them out.

      Thanks to our strength, we barely noticed the way our boots were sucked into the ground, though Siv did almost fall on her face when her left foot almost slipped out of her sandal. Unlike the rest of us (minus Lin who had no feet), she could not wear boots because of her clawed toenails.

      “I’d forgotten about how muggy this jungle could be,” I muttered.

      “Yeah, it can be pretty rough,” Kari agreed. “But that’s just a part of the journey, you know? What’s an adventure without a little discomfort?”

      “I think the only one who enjoys being sweaty like this is you,” Fay said.

      “Aww. Don’t be like that, Fay! Come on. All of us are here together out in the wild. We’re free as a phoenix here! Isn’t this great?”

      “Well… I suppose… it’s not bad.” Fay still didn’t look convinced despite her words.

      “This princess actually loves this kind of weather. It’s nice and humid. Arid climates dry out her scales and suck all the warmth from her body.”

      “Well, I suppose a Lamia would prefer weather that helps you retain moisture and body heat...” Fay relented after Lin added her two valis.

      Our formation through this jungle was rather simple. Kari was in the lead, hacking away at the vines and any Demon Beasts with her ranseur. Lin and Fay were immediately behind her, while Siv was behind them, and I was taking up the rear.

      We had decided on this formation because I felt it would be a good experience if the girls did most of the work without my intervention. Sure, they could have relied on me, but none of them wanted to. They wanted to do this themselves, which I was all for.

      “It’s getting pretty late,” I said at last as I looked at the sky. Even though the canopy made it hard to see, the darkening colors peeking in from above told me the sun was setting. “We should set up camp.”

      “In that case, let’s find a nice, flat spot of land to set up our camp,” Kari said.

      Finding a spot of flatland in a jungle like this was harder than it looked, but we did eventually find something before the sun set—well, we technically made it flat. I used the water element to suck all the moisture out of the ground, then Lin used the earth element to flatten the area so we could set up our tent.

      Our group split up duties. I was charged with creating the Demon Beast repellent. This involved setting up several urns around the camp and filling them with the Demon Beast-repelling liquid. I could have made it into a pill like the people from the Endless Desert, but while pills lasted longer, they weren’t as effective since the scent didn’t spread as far. While I created what was basically a barrier, Kari and Lin went out to hunt for food while Fay and Siv pitched the tent.

      By the time I had finished setting up the repellent, Kari and Lin returned with a veritable feast. They had found several different kinds of fruits, including bananas and taro roots. However, they had also caught numerous large fish and even a crocodile. It wasn’t a Demon Beast. Just a regular crocodile, though not only was it about two meters long, but Kari was grinning as she dragged the thing by its tail.

      “Look at what we caught!” she exclaimed with excitement as she lifted the giant creature like it weighed less than a feather. Of course, because it was longer than she was tall, half its body was still being dragged across the forest floor. “Do you think we can cut this up and turn it into a stew?”

      “Crocodile, huh?” I blew out a deep breath. “Well, crocodile meat is edible, so I think we can, but it’s going to take a lot of work to process it into bite-sized pieces.”

      “You can leave that to me.” Kari dropped the crocodile and summoned her ranseur from within her storage ring. Watching her grin as she twirled the weapon enthusiastically was… quite the sight. “I’ll have this thing chopped up in no time flat!”

      “Don’t use your ranseur to cut up a crocodile,” I said with a sigh as I summoned a machete made from the metallic hide of an A-Rank Demon Beast, Giant Rock Golem. “Use this instead. Just channel your Spiritual Power through it to increase its cutting power. Your light element is uniquely suited to cutting things up, so it should work well here.”

      “Oh, thank you.” Kari took the machete from me, then turned to Lin. “Why don’t you get started on creating the stew while I cut this up?”

      “You can leave making the stew to this princess.” Lin thumped her chest. At the same time, her tail began thumping against the ground as she salivated at the crocodile. I almost sighed when I saw her drooling.

      As Kari took the machete to the crocodile and began cutting it up, Lin summoned a pot from our storage ring containing all the cookware. Each of us had several storage rings. The ones we were wearing only contained personal items like clothes and our weapons, but we had other rings that contained herbs and spices, our camping equipment, and our cookware.

      Lin created a firepit by manipulating the earth. Ever since she learned how to separate the earth element from the darkness element, she had been using every chance she could to show off. I think she enjoyed it when Kari and I praised her. After throwing several logs, branches, and leaves into the pit, she asked Fay to start a fire for her. Since Fay and Siv were done pitching the tent, they came over and helped her out.

      With everyone working together, it did not take long before we had created a fairly scrumptious meal. We ended up cooking a spicy crocodile stew by using taro root as the stew’s base. We mashed it up to create a paste, then added it into boiling water and stirred until it had all dissolved. While Lin was adding various vegetables and spicy curry cubes into the stew, Kari browned the crocodile over an open flame until it was nice and crispy, adding spices and herbs like cayenne pepper, thyme, rosemary, salt, and pepper to complement the spicy flavor of the curry. After we finished cooking, we placed the crocodile onto our plates, then added the stew over it.

      While the final creation was not something that I thought would be appetizing, I had to admit that it was actually very delicious. The browned crocodile was crispy on the outside and tender on the inside. It tasted a lot like chicken. There was actually a dish in one of the coastal cities of the Northern Plains that specialized in creating fried dishes—particularly squid and octopus. What they did was fry the dish in oil, then season it with wheat flour or potato starch. This tasted slightly similar to that but without the fried texture.

      I cleaned out the pots and pans that Kari and Lin had used to cook. I used water from a stream that I purified with my water affinity, then stored everything back inside of the storage ring. Once I had finished cleaning, I came back to the camp and found Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv sitting around the fire and talking amongst each other. They waved me over when they saw me.

      “What are you ladies talking about?”

      “We were discussing what our plans should be next,” Kari said as I sat down between her and Fay.

      “I think we have most of the common ingredients needed to create the Elemental Enlightenment Pill,” Fay added. “The next ingredients we’ll need to acquire will be much more difficult to find.”

      “This princess thinks we should travel to the mountain ruins before searching for more ingredients,” Lin said. “We’re already pretty close, so we might as well visit the ruins before doing anything else.”

      “I also think that would be a good idea,” Kari added.

      As the girls stated their opinions, I took a map out of my storage ring and set it on the ground before us. Spreading out the map, I summoned a quill and a jar of ink, dipped the quill into the ink, and then circled several spots on the map. Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv watched me as I worked.

      “These spots here are the location for several of the ingredients we need to create the Elemental Enlightenment Pills,” I stated. “As you can see, the locations are all pretty far apart from each other. It’s going to take at least two or three months of traveling to acquire everything. These locations also only show us where the non-Demon Beast ingredients are. The liv petals are located in this valley over here. Meanwhile, the aqua vitae is located inside an underground spring on the opposite side of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. We can find the spriggan sap along the way. However, the asclepius root can only be found at the peak of the Drake Mountains. Likewise, the life elixir is located closer to the Morkdypt Ravine, inside of an underground cavern that belongs to an S-Rank Demon Beast—Behir. It’s a serpentine Demon Beast with hard scales and twelve legs. It has a very powerful earth affinity.”

      As I spoke, I pointed out each circle I had marked on the map, indicating which circled location had which ingredient.

      “An S-Rank Demon Beast will be hard for us to beat,” Fay said with a worried look.

      “I’ll fight with Behir eventually, but we don’t need to bother with it right now,” I assured her. “I was just showing you all where the ingredients we still need are located, so you’ll know this is going to take a long time. And since these are all so far apart from each other, I agree with Lin that we should travel to the mountain ruins before doing anything else.”

      “All right!” Kari clenched her right hand into a fist as her eyes began glowing. It wasn’t an actual glow but more of a metaphysical glow. That said, in the light of the fire, it really did appear like there was a flame blazing behind her irises. “Since that’s settled, we’ll set off for the mountain ruins tomorrow!”

      “It will take a few days to reach the mountain ruins,” Fay said. “When Kari, Lin, and I traveled there during the time you and Lord Herleif went to the Morkdypt Ravine, it took us about six or seven days to reach. I imagine it will take the same amount of time.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. “We’re not in a rush to reach them like we were last time.”

      By last time, I was referring to when we went on that expedition with Catalyna. Back then, a Sekbeist named Skygge had used a woman named Dyr in a ritual that caused all of the Demon Beasts within a several-kilometer radius to converge on our location and attack us. Fay and I had taken the role of decoy so the others could escape. That was also when we ran afoul of the Giant Rock Golem.

      “It’s still a bit too early to sleep,” Kari exclaimed as she summoned a board and several marble pieces. “Who’s up for a game of Hnefatafl?”

      “Count this princess out.” Lin crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “This princess is never playing that game again.”

      Lin was probably remembering the time at the Whiterun Hot Springs Resort when she played with Kari and me for several rounds of Hnefatafl and lost each time. Among my fiancées, Lin was easily the most competitive, and that meant she was also the one who hated losing the most. She probably didn’t enjoy the idea of constantly losing to me and the others.

      Kari and Fay ended up playing several rounds of Hnefatafl, and Fay also taught Siv how to play, though she wasn’t very good since she was just learning it. However, she did seem to improve by the end, to the point where it took Kari several dozen turns to defeat her. Lin’s cheeks swelled when she saw how much the Drakvarian girl improved as the game continued.

      The night wore on, and it was eventually time for us to turn in. I snuffed out the fire. It would normally be kept going so someone could keep warm while they remained on watch, but we were using Demon Beast Repellent to keep anything that could kill us at bay. Thanks to that, we didn’t actually need someone to stay on watch.

      All of us entered the large tent, easily big enough to fit a dozen people—or five people and a seven-meter-long Lamia tail—and crawled underneath the covers of our futon.

      As always, I found myself on the bottom. Kari took my right, hugging my arm between her chest as she shared my pillow. Fay was on my left. She was a bit more reserved than the snuggly blonde. But as the night wore on, she scooted closer and closer, until she could hook her legs around mine. Lin slept spooning Kari, her tail coiled around the rest of us, while Siv did the same to Fay. When I looked over in her direction, I saw her wings forming a tent of their own with the covers.

      I shook my head.

      Closing my eyes, I breathed out and slowly fell asleep.
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      There was hardly a moment’s time to hesitate. The Leviathan opened its massive mouth and began sucking all the water toward it, creating a terrifying suction force that pulled at the small sphere I had encased myself in.

      Of course, I wasn’t just going to stand there and take this, so I used my ability to manipulate water to try and swim away. I didn’t swim backward, however. That would have been dumb. The force pulling me in was too great. Instead, I created a propelling force that shoved me to the side, allowing me to move outside of the Leviathan’s incredible sucking power’s sphere of influence. Yet even then I was given no reprieve.

      Several powerful feelers with spiked tips flew toward me one after the other. I leapt back to avoid them, then swung my hand out and created a cutting blade made of water. My attempt at slicing the nearest feeler off met with failure. Whatever this Demon Beast’s hide was made of, it was far too strong for my Third State of Spiritualism powers over water to do much of anything.

      I briefly debated using my ability to manipulate lightning, but I discarded it almost immediately. I was positive I could kill the Leviathan if I used the Fourth State of Spiritualism, but I was in the middle of the sea. This sea, which was filled to the brim with contaminants, would easily conduct electricity. There was a very good chance that my powers would do more damage than I intended. I wanted to kill the Leviathan, but I didn’t want to destroy the environment.

      I also didn’t want to potentially harm myself with the backlash.

      Since I had no options right now other than to flee, I quickly turned tail and bolted away, using my powers over water to create a propelling force that blasted me forward.

      The Leviathan didn’t take kindly to my attempts at fleeing. It roared, a ferocious sound that carried an indelible force that pushed into me and nearly knocked me off my course. I could only grit my teeth and steady myself. When I looked behind me, I found that the Leviathan had given chase.

      Despite being easily the most massive Demon Beast I had ever seen, it moved incredibly swiftly as it swam through the water. Those strange wings jutting from its back somehow helped propel it forward. I would have thought those things would hamper it underwater, but it seemed as if they were made specifically for this purpose.

      As it charged at me, those feelers began moving. I didn’t realize what they were doing, not at first, but when they all began pointing toward me, the hairs on my arms and legs prickled. Something was about to happen, and I probably wouldn’t like it.

      My instincts proved true when, seconds later, each of those feelers fired off a condensed beam of highly compressed water. I barrel-rolled out of the way. Then I watched in shock as the upper half of the building in front of me slid off the lower half. The building had been cut clean through. It was an incredibly smooth cut too. The edges were perfectly smooth as if it had been sliced through with an extremely sharp sword enhanced by wind.

      As more of those condensed beams tried to hit me, I realized that just running like this was not going to avail me of anything. I needed to attack!

      I turned around and quickly shot toward the Leviathan. Whether the creature was surprised or not, I couldn’t say, but it hesitated for a moment before trying to attack me again. However, its movements were a little sluggish. Juking left and right, I avoided the initial feelers as they tried to stab me, and then I was moving past the Leviathan’s head and running along its back.

      Reaching into myself, I quickly called up my powers over lightning. There was no avoiding this now. The Leviathan was too powerful and the water element was useless against it. This was the only thing I could do to win.

      I gritted my teeth and struggled to keep the lightning from lashing out at the surrounding water. It sparked and flared, and even I was hit by some of the backlash, but I exerted my will over the lightning and managed to somehow gain control over it.

      I wouldn’t have much time. I could already feel my control slipping. At present, I was still manipulating the water to encase me in this bubble, which was the only reason I hadn’t drowned or been crushed by several million tons of water. However, that meant I was now controlling two diametrically opposed elements. If I lost control… well, I didn’t want to think about what would happen to me.

      Still gnashing my teeth together, I created a lightning blade, slammed it into the creature’s back, and nearly grinned when an unearthly roar almost shattered my ear drums. My lightning blade pierced straight through this Demon Beast’s skin. It wasn’t as easy as I wished it was. The Leviathan’s skin was much harder than I expected—denser and more durable than anything save maybe mythril. Even though my lightning attack had trouble penetrating it, bluish-black blood soon began oozing from the wound as I created a long gash from its upper back all the way to those strange wings.

      At that point, the Leviathan began thrashing and threw me off. I sailed through the water. Everything was spinning around me, to the point where I thought I might vomit. If there was any silver lining to this action, it was that I managed to disperse my lightning sword before it could explode, or before I could lose control over the water element.

      Before I could try to attack again, I found the world around me blurring as I was sucked into a massive vortex. I struggled against the nausea as I was forced to spin around and around. I tried to regain control over my own trajectory and get out of the vortex, but just as I believed I was about to succeed, a force like a one-thousand-ton boulder suddenly slammed into me from the front.

      Blood spewed from my mouth. I could practically feel my internal organs being crushed under this immense force. The world around me went black for a moment, but then the pain exploding against my back forced my consciousness to return. When I looked up, I noticed that I was still at the bottom of the sea, but now I was buried under who knew how many tons of rubble. Did I… hit something? I must have. Maybe it was one of those buildings?

      Pain racked my body, making me understand that, before I could even consider clawing my way out of here, I needed to heal myself. Six of my ribs were broken, one lung had ruptured, and I was pretty sure blood was leaking into my intestines. I popped a Spiritual Recovery Pill into my mouth, then used my excess Spiritual Power to manipulate the water within my body. The human body is composed of approximately 60% water, which was why the water element was so great at healing wounds.

      When I was all healed up, I unleashed an explosion of water that blew everything away. With a sigh, I walked out of the now gaping hole I had made in the rubble, then looked behind me.

      What I had struck wasn’t a building.

      It was a mountain.

      I gazed at the mountain for a moment, but then a roar alerted me to the danger I was in. Turning back around, I found the Leviathan racing toward me with its mouth wide open, feelers firing condensed beams of water, and clawed hands clenching as though they couldn’t wait to crush me.

      Taking off again, I tried to use the mountain I had struck as cover—not that it did me any good. The mountain was sliced into several dozen pieces by those compressed water beams. The sharp beams created currents that struck me and sent me tumbling through the water. I once more spun out of control, and the Leviathan used that moment to try and pierce me with one of those feelers. It took all of my considerable willpower to dodge.

      Despite being shocked, I was not going to let such an opportunity go. As the feeler moved past me, I created an incredibly intense burst of lightning from my hand, forced it into the shape of a blade, and swung it with all my might. The feeler was severed before it could retract. I watched it fall to the sea floor with a feeling of triumph swelling in my breast.

      Those feelers must have been very sensitive because the Leviathan let out an even more intense roar of agony as it thrashed around. I was not the kind of person who would let such an opportunity go to waste, so I quickly shot forward and cut off two more feelers before my control over the lightning blade slipped and I was forced to dispel my sword. The Demon Beast’s enraged and agonized cries intensified.

      But it didn’t remain that way for long.

      Bloody eyes soon locked onto me.

      Even though I couldn’t really figure out its facial expressions, I could tell this Demon Beast was pissed.

      I soon learned that this Demon Beast had far more power than I could have possibly imagined. It didn’t just create vortexes, fire-condensed water beams, or possess an incredible sucking force. The Leviathan had the power to control the very water we were swimming in.

      Of course, I should have realized this at the time. A Demon Beast does not become S-Rank unless it has reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. However, for some reason, I hadn’t considered what this meant in regard to fighting such a creature in its natural habitat.

      “HGGGG!!”

      I felt my internal organs bursting and my bones breaking as the water suddenly gathered around me, creating an intense crushing force. It was hard to describe with words alone, but as I struggled to push against the massive force threatening to turn me into paste, I would have said it felt like I was trapped in the grip of a Lintilskudd—a lightning giant—and was slowly being squashed between its fingers.

      Of course, I’d never seen a Lintilskudd before, so maybe my analogy was inaccurate.

      My vision became blurry as black spots appeared before it. The sphere I had created was already gone, and now water was pushing into me from all sides. If… if something wasn’t done soon, then I… I might really die!

      This thought filled me as I realized I didn’t have a choice anymore. It was either go all out or be crushed to death before my goals could be realized. Death did not frighten me, but I refused to die until I had accomplished my revenge.

      Biting my lip so hard blood welled up in my mouth, I pushed my mind past the pain and went deep inside my subconscious, toward my Spiritual Core. Once there, I reached out toward the yellow sphere that represented my lightning affinity and placed a hand on it. Like a key unlocking a door or a dam being broken, the floodgates on my Spiritual Power broke.

      Spiritual Power washed through me as lightning burst from every pore of my body. I struggled to keep it in as my body transformed into a being of pure lightning. Arcs of power struck the ground and detonated. The water around me sizzled as it was completely fried by the over 30,000 degrees Celsius temperature. Several bolts slammed into the Leviathan, which reared back and screeched as the attacks pierced its skin like it was made of tofu. While all this was happening, I condensed that power into my lightning body.

      It was hard. It hurt. My entire body felt like it was breaking apart. I could only assume this was because of my location. Controlling lightning while under the sea really was a nearly impossible task. It was honestly a miracle I could do this at all.

      Knowing that I didn’t have much time, I turned toward the Leviathan, which now seemed to realize I wasn’t quite the prey it assumed I was. It looked unwilling to admit defeat. At the same time, it was no longer attacking.

      That was fine.

      I would attack it now.

      Shoving Spiritual Power into my feet, I turned into a streak of lightning and slammed headfirst into the Leviathan’s mouth. I felt some resistance as something shattered. Then there was nothing. I felt no resistance or anything at all—at least, not until I slammed face-first into a giant coral reef.

      The coral reef exploded around me. It was a detonation so large that all the water in my immediate vicinity either fried or was blown away by the powerful shockwave. For one second, I was standing underneath the bottom of the sea with absolutely no water pressing down on me. I had already transformed back into my regular body, though sparks were still flying off me. The water around me had been pushed back to create the shape of a sphere. However, even as I observed what was happening, I knew what the outcome would be.

      Several seconds later, all the water that had been pushed out came rushing back.

      And I was crushed underneath several million tons of water.

      The world around me turned black.
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      “We’ve arrived,” Kari said, her eyes shining with excitement.

      “That we have,” I agreed.

      “You seem awfully moved,” Fay said to Kari.

      “Of course, I am.” Kari turned to Fay with a brilliant smile. “Are you not? After all this time, the four of us—excuse me—the five of us have finally come back to these ruins together. Isn’t that something to be excited about? Don’t tell me you aren’t as ecstatic as I am.”

      Fay wore an indulgent smile. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

      “This princess doesn’t understand what is so great about these ruins,” Lin admitted.

      “H-how can you not understand the greatness of ruins like this?” asked a shocked Kari. Her expression was the kind someone made when a person just insulted their ancestors. “Just look at the majesty of those gigantic pillars! They are works of art, crafted by the hands of masters so much more talented than anyone alive today. It’s like they came from another world! And the inside of these ruins is simply outstanding. The architecture is unlike anything you’ll see in a regular city. There’s something innately special about them. And we also cannot forget about the history such ruins possess. Who knows what we can learn by exploring it!”

      “You may be excited, but this princess still wishes she could go home and take a hot bath.”

      Kari looked like she wanted to tear her hair out as she lectured Lin on the virtues of ruins and why she should never say something so callous. Meanwhile, I stood next to Fay and Siv, studying the pillars, which depicted a pair of Lintilskudd raising their hands as though holding something up. Perhaps there had been an archway at some point in the past.

      “All right,” I said, loud enough that Lin and Kari heard me. “Let’s keep going.”

      “Fine, but don’t think this is over,” Kari muttered.

      “Yes, Big Sister.”

      “And don’t be condescending to me or you’ll be sleeping on the couch.”

      “This princess is sorry! Please don’t be mad at her! Don’t take away this princess’ darling time! Anything but that!”

      It took about half a day to reach the ruins by walking. We passed through the massive archway and into the equally giant courtyard. The entrance into the ruins was, just like everything else, far too large to have been built by human hands.

      A gentle breeze caused grass stocks to sway and carried the scent of fresh plant life. Several giant oak trees stood near the walls, creating a large overhang of branches. Like the rest of this place, the trees were about ten times bigger than normal trees and the courtyard was so big it didn’t look like this place was meant for humans.

      “It has been so long since we came here,” Kari sighed in bliss. “It feels like forever.”

      “Actually, it’s only been a little over one month… give or take a few days,” Fay said to her.

      “I meant all of us.” Kari pouted at the redhead.

      “You said there was something you wanted to show me?” I asked.

      “There is!” Kari suddenly ceased pouting and turned to me, her eyes sparkling like gemstones. “We discovered something amazing in a room below that one room! You remember it, right? It’s that room with all the side passages that led to different levels and had that strange platform with two massive hands on it.”

      “I do remember.” I nodded as I vaguely recalled what she was talking about. “If I’m not mistaken, that thing should be a Warp Gate.”

      Kari shook her head. “It isn’t a Warp Gate. It’s a key.”

      “A key?”

      I blinked several times, confusion flitting through my mind, but Kari decided now wasn’t the time for more questions.

      “It will be better if we just show you.”

      With Kari leading the way, we walked through the gigantic first hall, which I think was even bigger than the hallways in Jordiskger. She led me, Fay, Lin, and Siv down to the next floor. We emerged into the room with numerous walkways. Each walkway was fairly wide, spanning a few meters across. Once again, I was certain these walkways were meant for people much larger than the average human. We followed Kari as she walked through several hallways, descended a number of stairs, and eventually emerged from a hall onto the bottom floor.

      This was the floor that contained what I had assumed was a Warp Gate. It was a large platform with two hands jutting from its surface. The hands were about two times larger than I was. The fingers of each hand curled, meeting in the middle to form an archway.

      “Fay, Lin? Can you two help me with this?” Kari asked.

      “This princess is always willing to help you, Big Sister,” Lin said as she slithered over to Kari.

      “I don’t mind helping you,” Fay added.

      The three of them left me and Siv as they leapt onto the platform and moved to either side of the hands. Fay and Kari took one hand, while Lin took the other, wrapping their arms around the hands and pulling. Nothing happened at first, but a creaking sound soon echoed around us as the hands slowly moved apart. When that happened, the cranking of gears resounded throughout the room.

      I could only gawk as the wall in front of me suddenly split apart. A giant entrance several times larger than myself appeared before us, leading deeper into the ruins.

      “Come on, Eryk,” Kari said as she, Lin, and Fay hopped off the platform. “Let’s keep going.”

      “Yeah… okay...”

      I didn’t think there was much that could surprise me, but as I walked with Siv and Fay behind Kari and Lin, I found myself truly surprised. The hallway we were walking through was far wider and taller than the normal walkways. On either side were stone statues similar to the ones we had discovered outside, but they were even larger now—at least twenty meters tall if not taller.

      “We discovered this extra room by accident,” Kari admitted with a smile. “The three of us had been staying inside of that room and exploring periodically, but then we accidentally slammed into those hands. When we did, it revealed this place!”

      “How do you accidentally slam into something?” I asked.

      “Those two were rough housing,” Fay said with a gesture toward Lin and Kari, who suddenly blushed beet red like children who had been caught stealing baked sweets. “They were sparring with each other and playing around when they accidentally hit each other so hard they got knocked into those hands.”

      “I… see…”

      That was a surprisingly childish story, but I could honestly see those two messing around like that and having it get out of hand—pun not intended.

      We eventually reached a massive door that was already open. The door was beyond big. However, by this point I had grown used to everything in this place being gigantic, so I didn’t let myself get too surprised as we walked past it and traveled down a set of stairs. Like the door, the stairs were huge, but there was a small section in the center that featured smaller stairs. If I had to guess, the big stairs were for the Lintilskudd to use, while the smaller ones were meant for the other races.

      After reaching the bottom of the staircase, we walked down a hall that eventually opened up into a massive room—and by massive, I meant it was probably ten or even fifteen times larger than the Colosseum in Nevaria. The ceiling was maybe sixty or seventy meters above our heads. There were a number of gigantic columns climbing up to the ceiling. Two things about this place, though, stood out the most.

      The first was the massive hands in the center of this room. They were just like the hands Kari, Lin, and Fay had moved to open this door, but they were about four times larger. Both hands combined to form an archway and runes covered the surface.

      This was obviously the true Warp Gate.

      Behind the Warp Gate was the second object that caught my attention: A massive statue. This one was a little smaller than the Warp Gate itself, but the amount of detail astonished me. It featured the same person that all of the other statues were portraying—a woman with a powerful figure, four burly arms crossed over her front, and legs that looked like they could crush mountains between them. She had long hair and a heroic expression. Whoever this was must have been an amazing person in real life.

      “This is what I wanted to show you,” Kari said as she spread her arms out and beamed at me. “Isn’t it magnificent?”

      “It is,” I said in awe. “This place is incredible.”

      “Right?!” Kari nodded as her eyes sparkled. I could almost swear her eyes were like a pair of green stars twinkling brightly in the night sky.

      “I’m still not certain what kind of place this is,” Fay admitted as she studied the statue. “However, even I cannot deny it’s impressive.”

      “This place was likely used as a warp point for the Lintilskudd,” I said. Siv, who remained standing by my side without speaking, tilted her head.

      “What are Lintilskudd?” asked Lin.

      “They are a race of lightning giants from the realm Útgarðar, which is the third of the nine realms,” I explained as I walked over to the Warp Gate. “I don’t know much about Útgarðar or the Lintilskudd. However, it was once explained to me that the realms were like multi-tiered plates stacked on top of each other. Útgarðar is the third plate, meaning it’s the third largest realm, with Miðgarðr—our realm—being the smallest.”

      “You certainly know a lot,” Fay muttered.

      I smiled. “Being from the future has its perks. I have a lot of knowledge that you do not. Once Kari regains her memories, she’ll know most of what I know.”

      “I had a feeling I would.” Kari placed her hands behind her back and twiddled her fingers. “It seems like I was with you a lot in our previous life. I’m a little curious to know what kind of life we led in your previous timeline, but I’m also a little scared.”

      “Do you not want to remember your past?” I asked.

      “A part of me does.” Kari shook her head and sent me a self-deprecating smile. “I’m just afraid of learning about what my past self was like and discovering that maybe you love the me from your previous life more than you do the current me.”

      Her words caused me to shake my head. While it hurt, I could understand why she would think this way. That was why I needed to reassure her.

      “Kari is Kari no matter what life I’m in. I will always love you the same.”

      “Eryk...”

      As the two of us stared into each other’s eyes, I felt myself being drawn to Kari as she placed her hands on my chest and tilted her head up. I leaned down. My hands went to her waist as if drawn there by a magnetic force. My eyes fluttered shut seconds before I was about to make contact with Kari’s lips.

      “This princess really hates it when they do that,” Lin suddenly mumbled.

      “I do feel a little… awkward watching them,” Fay also said. “I know they shared a strong bond in their past life, but seeing them act like this sort of rankles on the nerves.”

      “This princess understands exactly how you feel.”

      Kari and I pulled back and turned to look at Lin, Fay, and Siv, all three of whom were staring at us with very mixed expressions. Siv looked like she might start crying, but Fay and Lin just seemed put out. Well, Fay’s expression was more resigned, but Lin’s cheeks had swelled up like a chipmunk’s as she pouted at us.

      “Ah ha ha ha…” Kari and I placed our hands behind our heads and gave them a sheepish smile as we spoke at the same time. “We’re sorry about that.”

      The other three sighed in unison. That was some strange synchronicity they had there.

      Kari and I studied the Warp Gate a bit more. I discovered that a key was needed to activate the Warp Gate, just like the one in Hovebrann—the former Dweorg capital. That one had required Hreidmar’s axe to unlock, but it looked like this one needed some kind of giant object, a spear or staff maybe. There was a giant hole in the floor next to the gate, which vaguely resembled a complex locking mechanism.

      Unfortunately, the key was not anywhere to be found within these ruins. Kari and I did search for several hours to see if we could find another secret passage, but we found nothing.

      We remained inside the ruins for exactly one day before leaving. There was still a lot we needed to do. Now that Kari had shown me what she wanted, it was time for us to gather all the ingredients necessary to create the Elemental Enhancement Pills and Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pills for our ascension.
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      After the battle against Leviathan, I was discovered unconscious by a worried Lorelei, who had apparently gone out after I didn’t return for several days. According to her, I had been found washed up on one of the islands in this archipelago.

      My body had been pretty battered, which I expected. Not only had I fought against an S-Rank Demon Beast, but I had also been crushed by an entire sea’s worth of water. I think it was more miraculous that I was alive at all. But my body had been heavily refined and enhanced by alchemy pills, so I was admittedly a lot more durable than most. That must have been why I survived.

      The Merfolk were overjoyed when I told them that I had slain the Leviathan. The entire group had celebrated for most of the week. They had also forced me to join them in their celebration, though I tried my best not to get involved with them too much. I didn’t plan on staying with these people.

      At my request, the Merfolk found the Leviathan’s corpse and brought it to me, which took almost ten days. The corpse was huge—far more so than even I expected. It must have been about as large as the longest island on this archipelago. Even after they had hauled it onto the shore, the creature’s massive frame was only about a tenth visible, while the rest was located underwater.

      I didn’t let that bother me as I began the process of salvaging its body for usable ingredients and parts. With the help of the Merfolk, I stripped the beast of its skin, claimed its monster core, cleaned its bones, and gained a lot of meat. The process itself took about a month because of how large this Demon Beast was.

      Most of the processed meat and bones were not going to me. My storage ring didn’t have enough space and I couldn’t carry all that back to the continent with me. I also had no use for it.

      I took only the monster core, some of its ribs, a few strips of hide, a couple of gallons of blood, and one of its eyes. However, its eye was about the same size as me and its ribs were two to three times bigger than me. I had to use my water element to process the eye into a liquid form. The ribs I ground down into a powder that I placed in multiple bottles. Both of these ingredients would be incredibly useful when I was refining pills.

      The day after the Leviathan was broken down, I informed King Neptune that I would be leaving and asked if he could tell me the location of the Six-Headed Water Serpent. My plan was to immediately go after the Demon Beast, then head back to the continent and refine my second Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill.

      “Why don’t you stay for the night and celebrate with us before you go?” asked King Neptune. “You’ll want to be well-rested for your journey anyway, correct? Use this chance to relax before you move on again.”

      “Well...”

      I was hesitant to stay. Not only was I no longer what I would call a people person, but there was a very big reason for me not to stay—and she was hiding behind her father.

      Lorelei was staring at me with a worried expression and a fierce blush. She had been gazing at me this way for quite a while now. Whenever she thought I wasn’t looking, her eyes would turn toward me and that blush would spread across her pale cheeks.

      I wasn’t stupid. It might have been a long time since I had really interacted with people until meeting her and the other Merfolk, but I was at least smart enough to recognize when someone had a crush on me.

      The problem was that I didn’t feel the same way. I didn’t love this girl. She was a nice person, and I think she had a lot going for her, and I would even recognize her beauty, but I felt nothing when I looked at her. She wasn’t Kari. Out of all the people I had known, the only person who had worked her way into my heart after Kari passed on was the mysterious cloaked women who saved me.

      What’s more, I had my own goals to accomplish. I was going to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, and then I was going to find a nice spot where I could slowly pass on. This world didn’t have anything I wanted. A world without Kari and Kayli was not a world I cared to live in. That was why I planned on dying after achieving my revenge.

      Still…

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to spend one more night,” I said with a sigh.

      “You hear that!” King Neptune said as he turned to the rest of his people, all of whom were bobbing in the water as I stood on the shore. “We’re having another party tonight!”

      “OOOSSSSSUUUUU!!!”

      A great cheer went up. I sighed again.

      Preparations for the party began immediately after I agreed to stay. It was quite interesting to see how the Merfolk prepared their food. Despite being aquatic creatures, they had a similar pallet to my own (though their primary source of protein was fish), and the meat they ate needed to be cooked. However, they didn’t grill or bake food like I did. Instead, they used their unique water manipulation abilities to steam the food. They put any food they had inside of large clams, closed them up, then boiled the water inside until it became steam to thoroughly cook the food that way.

      It was very impressive.

      It also gave me ideas.

      The party was soon underway, and I found myself sitting on a small boulder beside the bay, eating a variety of shellfish that had been steamed alongside numerous types of underwater vegetables. I would admit the flavor was a lot different from anything I had eaten before. The vegetables had a saltiness that came from being grown under the sea. It mixed well with the shellfish’s unique flavor. The food had also been steamed with a type of butter, which served to complement the cuisine.

      As I was eating, a pair of eyes hit the back of my head. I sighed.

      “Would you like to join me?” I asked.

      A soft squeak escaped Lorelei’s mouth as I turned my head and looked at the girl. Her pink hair floated on the water’s surface as she bobbed with the waves. The blush had spread across her cheeks and most of her face now. After a moment’s hesitation, though, she nodded and used her incredible tail to leap out of the water. She landed on the ground, then climbed onto the boulder that I was using as a seat.

      “Here.”

      I held out my hand. Lorelei’s heavily flushed face somehow became an even deeper shade of red as she took my hand, but I ignored it and pulled her up.

      As I went back to eating my food, Lorelei stared at me with an expression that made it very hard for me not to grimace. That combination of adoration and longing would have probably made most men cave. However, all I felt was a sense of resignation.

      “Are you… really leaving tomorrow?” she finally asked.

      “Yup.” I nodded before popping a shrimp into my mouth. After swallowing it, I continued. “The reason I came all the way out here was because I needed to find an S-Rank Demon Beast with a water element affinity and the Six-Headed Water Serpent. Once I’ve slain that serpent and salvaged it for parts, I plan on traveling back to the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “Why do you need to go back?” she asked.

      “Because I have goals I need to achieve that I can’t accomplish if I stay here.”

      “Oh…”

      Silence lapsed between us. When I glanced at Lorelei, I found her shoulders had slumped and even those strange, fin-like ears had turned down as though disappointed.

      I did feel a little bad about leaving like this, but I also knew that this was for the best.

      “It would probably be a good idea if you forgot about me after I leave,” I said.

      “H-how can you say that?!” Lorelei asked in shock. “There’s no way I could ever forget about you! You saved my people! Also, I…”

      As the girl blushed once more and looked away, I sighed again. Steeling my emotions, I mentally prepared myself to play the villain.

      “What you feel for me right now is simply a case of adoration brought about by hero worship. It isn’t real,” I said coldly. “When I leave, you’ll eventually realize that what you felt for me was just a shallow crush. The sooner you realize that, the easier it will be on you.”

      “That… why are you saying this? How could you… say something so mean?”

      Lorelei looked like I had just struck her in the face, but I kept a careful lid on my own emotions, merely shrugging my shoulders and continuing to eat. The expression on Lorelei’s face shifted from appalled hurt to anger mixed with betrayal. Tears stung her eyes.

      “I never realized you could be so horrible,” she muttered bitterly before jumping back into the water with a splash. I watched her swim away and sighed again. I felt like I had been sighing a lot lately thanks to that girl.

      Silence returned to my spot, but it was only for a moment before King Neptune swam over to me. Unlike his daughter, he used his impressive upper body strength to climb onto the boulder himself and sat down beside me. He didn’t say anything at first. I didn’t know if he was waiting for me to speak, or if he was gathering his thoughts, but I also remained silent.

      “Thank you for doing that,” he said at last. “I know it must have been difficult.”

      I shrugged. “Difficult or not, what I said is also true. I can’t be what Lorelei wants me to be, nor am I the person she seems to think I am. It is better if she does not become any more involved with me than she already is, especially since I plan on leaving tomorrow.”

      “I understand, and I agree. However...” King Neptune turned to me with a small half-smile that I found somewhat annoying. “It was still hard, wasn’t it? Being mean to a girl who genuinely cares for you, I mean.”

      The only response I gave to King Neptune was to click my tongue and look away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The days passed by as our group journeyed through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. We traversed numerous locations in our quest to find the ingredients necessary for the Elemental Enlightenment Pill and the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill.

      Our first stop was a cavern located several dozen kilometers from the ruins where we had discovered the giant Warp Gate. The cavern was naturally formed from lava. The mountain we were located beneath had been an active volcano centuries ago, though that was no longer the case anymore.

      Down in the lowest depths of these caverns lived an S-Rank Demon Beast known as a Behir. It was a powerful creature with an earth affinity. Like all S-Rank Demon Beasts, it had naturally reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism after centuries of life.

      We did not go down that far. While I eventually planned on fighting this creature for its monster core, our goal for the trip was the life elixir, which was located in a side passage closer to the surface.

      Life elixir was a misnomer since it wasn’t actually an elixir, but rather a spring that had been refined and cultivated over the course of several thousand years. It did not create water like normal springs. Having soaked in the minerals from the earth and been heated from the geothermic heat rising from underneath the earth’s surface, the liquid was a natural healing medicine that could cure even grievous injuries. It had the appearance of a naturally made fountain. Bubbling from the center of this fountain was the reddish liquid we sought.

      “So this is what we’re looking for?” Kari asked with a curious gleam in her eyes.

      “Yes.” I nodded and summoned several bottles from my storage ring. “This is the life elixir, which is a necessary component for the Elemental Enlightenment Pill. We can also use it for other purposes, though. After we jar several samples, the five of us should soak in the spring and absorb the pure medicinal essence of the life elixir. It will further refine our bodies and increase our Spiritual Power.”

      “How much of this life elixir do we need?” asked Fay.

      “We shouldn’t take too much,” I said as I passed around the bottles. “It is important to only take what we need and leave the rest so it can replenish itself, so let’s fill twelve bottles’ worth, then soak in the springs before leaving.”

      “This princess wonders what soaking in a life elixir spring will feel like.” Lin was practically quivering with anticipation as she slithered over to the spring, which honestly wasn’t very big. I’d say it was about ten meters in diameter. “She can’t wait to jump in.”

      “We’ll have to clean ourselves before we get in,” I warned her. “If we jump in with our bodies dirty like this, we could contaminate the spring.”

      “Th-this princess knew that,” Lin stuttered.

      “Then why does it look like you’re about to jump in right now?” asked Kari.

      “S-she was not! This princess… this princess was just looking!”

      Everyone aside from the pouting Lin had a bit of a laugh, but we quickly got to work. After filling up twelve bottles with life elixir, the five of us removed our clothes and helped wash each other off. We made sure to thoroughly clean all the dirt from our bodies. I even took the time to run a wet rag through Kari’s, Fay’s, and Siv’s toes just to make sure they were clean of dirt, and did the same for Lin’s scales.

      I stepped into the life elixir spring with the others and sat down. The spring felt nothing like a normal spring, or even a mineral bath at the Whiterun Hot Springs Resort. Filled with enough nutrients to be considered a Grade 8 medicinal ingredient, the life elixir felt thick, almost gelatinous, as it seeped into our bodies.

      “This feels weird,” Lin muttered as her shoulders squirmed. “It feels like this spring is seeping between my scales.”

      “I can actually feel the raw medicinal strength of the spring soaking into my skin,” Fay added with a look of awe. Her voice was naught but a breathy whisper. “It reminds me of when I used to take a bath with the Body Forging Pills you made for me, except this spring feels ten or even twenty times stronger.”

      Nodding, I said, “The Body Forging Pills are made from common ingredients and cannot even compare to the life elixir. The minerals found in this spring have been gathering here for thousands of years. It’s one of the most powerful natural treasures in existence.”

      As we spoke, I closed my eyes and began actively absorbing the nutrients by creating a sucking force with my Spiritual Power. The girls realized what I was doing, and soon after, all five of us were absorbing the nutrients rapidly. Since the spring wasn’t very big, it didn’t take too long before we absorbed almost all the medicinal properties from the spring.

      “Are you sure this was a good idea?” asked Fay after we finished getting dressed.

      “You mean absorbing all the nutrients from the spring?” I asked. When she nodded, I smiled and shook my head. “Don’t worry. We only absorbed what was in the pool itself. The actual life elixir is created underneath the spring. The spring will naturally refill itself over time. I only had us not take more than we needed because the life elixir needs to mix with the water of the spring.”

      “Oh...” Fay’s eyes lit up in understanding.

      “Anyway, we should head out now,” I said.

      Everyone else agreed, and we left the cavern to begin traveling west. Our next goal was the valley where the liv petals were located. It took about five days to reach on foot. We managed to make it fairly quickly by making liberal use of my Spiritual Perception, which I had increased the range of thanks to soaking in the life elixir.

      Liv petals were bright red blossoms that were the same size as a young child of about three or four.  They were a Grade 6 medicinal ingredient, so they were decently rare. However, whenever they grew anywhere, they did so in fields, so if you were lucky enough to stumble across one, then it meant you had stumbled across several dozen or even several hundred.

      These liv petals were guarded by an A-Rank Demon Beast with a light affinity—Lysbjørn, a giant, bear-like creature that was about seven heads taller than us. It was covered from head to toe in thick, golden fur. A muzzle full of sharp teeth and glowing white eyes made it seem like a vicious yet divine entity. The claws on its hands were bright white as though they had absorbed and stored sunlight.

      Our group stood at the edge of its perception, hiding within the treeline just outside the entrance to the valley. We were sitting in a circle as Kari discussed our plan of action.

      “Eryk, what sort of abilities does the Lysbjørn have?”

      “Aside from its incredible brute strength, it can fire massive beams of light from its mouth, which has the power to incinerate a person on the spot. Its claws can also release light-based Spiritual Attacks. When it swipes its claws, four crescent blades of light will shoot out. Both are long-range attacks. Fortunately, I do not believe it has any more Spiritual Attacks, though you should be cautious anyway,” I explained.

      “I believe we should draw the Lysbjørn away from the liv petals,” Fay said. “It would be bad if we fought it here and they ended up being destroyed.”

      “I agree with you.” Nodding, Kari thought for a moment before making a plan. “Since I have a light affinity, I should be able to block its attacks. I will confront it, draw its attention, and then lead it away from the liv petals. I want Lin and Fay to lie in wait and ambush the creature after I’ve drawn it out. Lin will use her earth element to trap its movements, and then Fay will use her fire element to finish it off.”

      “What if it withstands my attack?” asked Fay.

      “Then I’ll finish it off,” Kari said, to which Fay nodded in acceptance.

      “Should I help?” asked Siv.

      Siv was the strongest among us. She was even stronger than me, having reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism sometime before our meeting. Given her race, it was possible she had been born in the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      Kari hummed in thought before slowly shaking her head. “I’d like you to be our backup. If the situation gets out of hand, or if the Lysbjørn proves too strong for us, I’ll be relying on you to step in and take care of it, but I would like to see if we can do this ourselves.” Siv nodded to show that she understood. Kari turned to me. “In the meantime, you can grab the liv petals.”

      “Leave that to me,” I said. “You girls be careful, okay?”

      “Don’t worry. We will,” Kari said, giving me a confident smile.
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      Kari took several calming breaths as she hid behind a large rock at the edge of the valley. With her heart thundering in her chest like a battering ram, she peered around the rock and looked down at the Lysbjørn—otherwise known as the Golden Mountain Bear. It was just sitting there. She had been observing it for several minutes, and all it seemed to do was sit, lay down, eat, and lounge. From her observations, it didn’t seem very dangerous.

      But it was still an A-Rank Demon Beast.

      She couldn’t underestimate it.

      After taking a moment to mentally prepare herself, Kari leapt out from behind the rock, gathered her Spiritual Power, and thrust her weapon forward. Since she had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, she no longer needed to use movements and dances to create Spiritual Techniques. She could manipulate the element directly.

      A large beam of white energy lanced out of her ranseur, seared the atmosphere as it crossed the distance between her and the Lysbjørn, and struck the Demon Beast in the side.

      A loud roar resounded around the valley as the Lysbjørn fell to the ground with a heavy thud. An explosion of light and energy caused a brilliant flare to light up, nearly blinding Kari, who quickly used her own affinity for light to shield her eyes. She watched as the Lysbjørn stood up and turned toward her. Its glowing white eyes were filled with rage at being attacked.

      “GROAR!!!”

      As the Lysbjørn charged toward her on all fours, Kari turned around and began running, leaving the valley behind and traveling toward the ambush point. She rushed past trees. Loud crashes echoing behind her told Kari that her enemy was not even bothering to run around the trees. It slammed into them, felling trees left and right as it chased after her.

      The ambush point was just past the small sea of trees. It was at the bottom of a small ravine, which was covered in shadows and earth, which would help enhance Lin’s powers. That was why they had chosen it. As she ran through the ravine, she looked at a ledge located halfway between the top and bottom, where Fay, Lin, and Siv were hiding in the shadows.

      She ran past the trio above her, then spun around and twirled her ranseur around her body as though she were preparing to make a stand. The Lysbjørn continued rushing toward her. It didn’t seem to care about anything but killing the person who had injured it.

      It never saw the girls above it.

      “GWOAR?!”

      A surprised-sounding roar escaped its mouth as the earth suddenly rose around it on all sides, trapping the creature. It struggled to break free, but then shadows latched onto its body as well, further hampering its ability to move.

      Kari thought they had trapped it pretty well, and that Fay would be able to take care of it now, but then the creature seemed to bulge under the constraints. Alarm bells flashed through Kari’s mind seconds before light gathered in its mouth. The Lysbjørn was going to fire off one of those light beams Eryk had mentioned!

      Barely a second before it fired off the beam, Kari gathered Spiritual Power into the tip of her weapon and swung it. At that exact moment, the beam shot forth and slammed into her ranseur. The attack was so powerful that Kari skidded along the ground. However, she also managed to slice straight through the beam of light, which separated into two halves, striking the cliff walls on either side of her and detonating with an explosive power that pushed at her back.

      Since their initial plan was obviously not going to work, Fay dropped down from above. She spun her body like a top to gather Spiritual Power into her fist. Fire gathered around her right hand, quickly taking the shape of a giant dragon head, which she slammed on top of the Lysbjørn’s skull. The Flame Dragon Fist seemed to roar as it struck the Demon Beast, engulfing it in flames so hot that sweat broke out on Kari’s skin despite the distance between them.

      Fay had her Spiritual Aura activated to protect her from the heat. After pushing her fist into the Lysbjørn’s head as hard as she could, the redhead used the resulting momentum to shove herself into a flip and landed on the ground behind their vicious foe.

      Despite this, their enemy wasn’t dead.

      As the Lysbjørn struggled to put out the flames on its fur, Lin slithered down from above, landed on the ground, and launched herself at the Demon Beast like a coiled spring. Dark purple claws extended from her nails. They were at least several dozen centimeters long. Without a moment’s hesitation, she swung her claws at the still-on-fire Lysbjørn. Her claws easily sliced through its flesh, tearing away chunks of skin and splitting its body open like an overripe fruit.

      Blood gushed from the Lysbjørn’s wounds as it roared in agony and anger. It tried to swipe at Lin, but Fay used the Flash Step to move between them and raised her gauntlet-covered hands to protect herself.

      She may have underestimated the Demon Beast’s strength. Despite being injured, the attack was strong enough to send her flying backward, though she was able to flip her body around and land on her feet.

      As she skidded across the ground, Kari used the Flash Step to appear before the Lysbjørn and attacked it with her light-infused ranseur. She thrust her weapon forward, seeking to penetrate the Demon Beast’s flesh, but the creature was far nimbler than she gave it credit for. It used its claws to knock her weapon away and moved back to gain distance. Not only did it have a surprisingly nimble body, but it had an instinctual sense of tactics.

      That was troublesome.

      While it backed up, it had completely forgotten about Lin, who stamped her tail against the ground and manipulated the earth to rise behind it. She only raised it a bit, just enough to trip their opponent up. The Lysbjørn struck the raised earth with the back of its foot and fell onto its back with an earth-shaking crash.

      Kari and Fay used that moment to attack. They leapt into the air, boosted their height with the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step, and descended toward the Lysbjørn. The creature raised its clawed arms in an attempt to block them both, but Kari used the light element in conjunction with her ranseur to knock back its claw strikes. She spun her ranseur around, meeting claw with blade and keeping its hands occupied.

      It didn’t even get the chance to see Fay, much less stop her.

      Fay descended just a little behind Kari. Her fists were tucked into her torso and powerful blue flames were encasing her hands, creating heat waves that distorted the air. The burning scent of ozone filled Kari’s nose as she continued to keep the Lysbjørn’s hands occupied. While she did this, Fay finally descended and thrust both fists at the Demon Beast’s head.

      A massive pillar of blue fire erupted immediately after her strike, growing larger by the second, until it had reached a height of at least several dozen meters. The heat was so intense that the area around them became sweltering and distortions made the air waver. Even the ground underneath the Lysbjørn turned red and began bubbling as it melted.

      Kari and Fay leapt back to gain some distance, and to avoid getting burned. Lin slithered over to join them while Siv flew down from above and landed at their side.

      At that moment, the pillar finally died down and revealed the grizzled remains of the Lysbjørn. Now headless, its body had turned black and its fur had been singed off. It looked like its insides had been charred. The bubbling magma had also created a small pool, which its body was slowly sinking into like quicksand.

      More than the sight, the scent was quite putrid. The smell of burnt fur and flesh filled Kari’s nose and made her want to gag. She wished she had thought to bring a cloth covered in perfume that she could stick up her nose during moments like this, but the thought had sadly not occurred to her until just now.

      “That was a little harder than I thought it would be, but we did it.” Kari smiled at her companions. “I think our teamwork is quite impeccable, don’t you?”

      “We do make a good team,” Fay allowed with a small smile.

      “That much is obvious.” Lin crossed her arms and nodded. “With this princess helping you two out, it was only a matter of time before that monster fell.”

      “Indeed,” Kari said with an amused smile. “We couldn’t have accomplished anything without you, Lin.”

      “Why does that smile make it look like you are indulging this princess in some make-believe fantasy?” asked a suspicious Lin with narrowed eyes.

      “I don’t know, but you must be imagining things,” Kari replied airily.

      While Lin looked both sulky and happy at being teased, Fay gestured toward the Demon Beast. “What should we do with this? It would be a shame to let its remains rot, but I’m not sure we can salvage parts from it unless we can do something about the lava.”

      “I can help,” Siv said.

      The Dragon girl stepped forward and summoned a breeze that washed over the ground and cooled the magma until it dried. Then she walked up to it. However, after taking a glance at the grotesque remains, she quickly walked back over to them and looked at Fay, her face green. The redhead correctly interpreted the girl’s plea and turned to Lin.

      “Can you use the earth element to dig the Lysbjørn out of the ground now that the earth has hardened?”

      “Leave it to this princess! She’ll have that monster out quicker than you can say Demon Beast!”

      Lin manipulated the earth to crumble away from the Lysbjørn and created a raised platform that made it easier for Fay to study the beast. Kari wanted to offer her help, but the keen eye at which Fay observed the Demon Beast made her hold her tongue.

      Fay soon produced a carving knife from her storage ring, which she used to begin cutting away at the Lysbjørn’s body. She first peeled back the skin, revealing the blackened insides, then began slowly carving through its muscles and fat.

      Siv turned around and rushed behind a rock. Puking sounds emerged from behind it seconds later. Kari understood how she felt. She also felt queasy watching this, but she was strangely entranced by how skilled Fay was at reducing the Demon Beast to usable parts.

      “The flesh and hide are unsalvageable,” Fay said as she finished separating the Lysbjørn into flesh, meat, bones, and organs. “However, the claws, teeth, and monster core are still good. I also managed to contain a vial of blood, which we can use to create the Elemental Enlightenment Pill for the light element.”

      “You’re really good at salvaging Demon Beasts,” Kari said in awe.

      Fay’s cheeks turned a little red as she shrugged. “Eryk and I believe that I picked up this skill in my previous life.”

      “Oh. That would make sense.” Kari nodded as Fay sealed up the usable remains inside a storage ring. “Since we finished up here, we should head back to the valley. I’m pretty sure Eryk is also done with his task.”

      “You’re probably right,” Fay agreed.

      With a nod to each other, they went over to Siv, who was still dry heaving, and helped the poor Drakvarian girl to her feet. They washed her hair because she had gotten some vomit in it and helped clean her face. Fay also gently apologized for being so brutal on the Demon Beast. She believed it was her fault Siv had ended up like this, but their companion shook her head.

      “Do not worry. I must… get used to this,” Siv said.

      “I would rather you not have to,” Fay sighed, “but I guess you bring up a good point.”

      While they were helping Siv recover, Lin crossed her arms and pouted at the group.

      “Are you three going to get a move on, or should this princess leave without you?”

      “We’re coming!” Kari said.

      After helping Siv to her feet, the three girls caught up with Lin and made their way back toward the valley of liv petals.
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            Elemental Enlightenment

          

        

      

    

    
      Immediately after leaving the archipelago, I returned to the cavern and worked on creating the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill for the water element. It took several days, but I think the amount of time it took was shorter than when I made this pill for the lightning element. If nothing else, creating it at least seemed easier to me.

      After creating the pill, I returned to the sea.

      Walking down to the bottom of the sea, I manipulated the water around me, forming a bubble that both protected me from the crushing pressure and allowed me to breathe underwater. I drew in oxygen molecules from the water, then expelled the carbon monoxide into the water as bubbles. I passed by schools of fish, coral reefs, and even some Demon Beasts. Most Demon Beasts ignored me or stayed far away. The few that attacked me were split in half when I fired water blades at them.

      At some point, I reached an area that seemed deep enough for my purposes. The water here was dense. With so much of the water element around me, it would be easy to absorb the Spiritual Power I needed to increase my affinity for this element and enter the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      Sitting with my legs crossed, I took a bottle from my pouch and popped the lid. A strong, salty scent filled the air as an aroma containing numerous medicinal elements spread through my bubble. I did my best to ignore the scent as I tipped the jar. A large pill about the size of my palm fell onto my hand. It was blue with silvery streaks that looked like rolling waves.

      Now that I knew what to took expect, I didn’t feel as uncertain when I popped the pill into my mouth, breaking through the shell and allowing the medicinal liquid to surge down my throat. The taste of salt water was heavy on my tongue. I gulped down the pill and took several deep breaths, readying myself for what was to come.

      It started several seconds after I took the pill.

      The water around me started to churn, spinning faster and faster as it created a large tornado that surged upward. What was this called? A whirlpool?

      I dispelled the bubble since it was no longer needed and stood up, eyeing the increasingly fast-spinning water all around me. I had no idea how fast it was going. However, when I looked up, I could see that this whirlpool had broken through the water’s surface several dozen kilometers above me so I could now see the sky. The water spun so fast that I was sprayed by hundreds of tiny droplets.

      One second passed. Then two seconds went by. After three seconds had passed, the water stopped rotating, then suddenly converged on my location, slamming into me with bone-crushing force. I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out, but it felt like my entire body had been crushed, like my bones were being ground into powder and eroded away with the water.

      Then the pain stopped.

      I was once again inside my subconscious.

      Because I already knew what to do, I traveled over to the nebula that represented my Spiritual Power. When I got there, I turned toward the sphere that was meant to personify my affinity for water. It was the water sphere. The bright blue sphere had rolling waves crashing around on the surface. It looked like a hurricane was brewing across the entire globe.

      I traveled over to the sphere, reached out, and placed my hand on its surface.

      That was when I gained enlightenment.

      Water was a substance composed of the chemical elements of hydrogen and oxygen, and it existed in gaseous, liquid, and solid states. It was one of the most plentiful and essential of all compounds in the entire world. It had the important ability to dissolve many other substances. This was actually why water was always used as a base for alchemy. It worked as a solvent and was essential to all living organisms.

      Water brought life. Without water, there would be no life. It was true that the other elements were important, but if you took one of those elements away, life could still survive. However, water was necessary for the survival of every living organism, which was why it was often considered the single most irreplaceable element in existence.

      While many people assumed water was weak because it was used primarily for healing, that wasn’t true at all. Water was powerful. It was water that formed canyons and created lakes, water that made plants grow and destroyed port towns. During hurricanes, waves of water crashed down on cities, crushing buildings and sweeping everything caught within its grip out to sea.

      The reason water was used for healing was because the human body was made of 60% water. In fact, everything except the bones—which were only comprised of 22% water—was made of over 75% water. It was easy to promote healing by manipulating the water element inside the human body.

      As I comprehended the principles of water, my Spiritual Power surged and swelled. A line of water shot from the sphere and flowed into the nebula, which increased in size, until it was nearly six or seven times bigger than before.

      I noticed that my Spiritual Power didn’t increase as much as it did when I had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with lightning, but I think that was because this was my second time. Perhaps the increase simply wasn’t as big the second time around.

      As my Spiritual Power increased, strange clouds formed inside the nebula. They looked like millions of tiny crystals, which were incredibly beautiful as they reflected light off their surfaces, creating a myriad of rainbow-like colors.

      Opening my eyes as I returned to the real world, I spread out my hands as though grasping at something, and the water swirling around me stopped. It froze in place, and not just the water. Everything inside of the water was frozen. The fish, the Demon Beasts, the other animals. It was as if time had become frozen for them.

      Not only that, but I could feel them, the creatures living inside of this sea. The school of 1,432 fish several kilometers out, the Scylla that had been lurking just a kilometer outside of my whirlpool, the Greater White Shark swimming toward me, and the Demon Island Turtle sixteen kilometers away. I could feel them all.

      I waved my hand. The water suddenly parted, splitting apart as though an axe had come down and sliced through it. I walked across the seabed, traveling until I reached the shore. Then I turned to the sea. The water was still parted. Lifting my hand, I waved it again, and the water crashed into each other, converging with a giant splash before reverting back to tranquil waters.

      Exhaling a deep breath, I clenched and unclenched my hand. I smiled as I began my march back toward Nevaria.

      It was time to keep the last promise I made to that woman who rescued me.
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      It took over two months to obtain all the ingredients instead of the one month I had estimated. There had simply been too many ingredients spaced too far apart for it to take a single month. But we eventually found all of the ingredients I needed to refine the Elemental Enlightenment Pills for Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv. Of course, I had also made sure to gather enough ingredients for me to make the same pills for my new earth, darkness, and wind affinities.

      Since my goal right now was to refine the Elemental Enlightenment Pills, I had made the five of us journey to the old cavern I had lived in with that mysterious woman from my past, though right now it was just Fay and me inside the cave.

      Everyone else was outside, securing the area and keeping watch for Demon Beasts. That was the excuse I had given when kicking them out, but the truth was that I just wanted silence to work. It had been a long time since I had made an Elemental Enlightenment Pill. I hadn’t done it since I created one for myself when I gained an affinity for light in my previous life.

      Fay was with me, having requested that I let her stay.

      “These storage rings truly are incredibly useful,” Fay mumbled as she stared at the storage ring on her index finger. “I never could have imagined anyone creating something so incredible. Kari is an amazing person, isn’t she?”

      “She is,” I agreed. “But so are you.”

      Fay smiled. “Thank you, but I wasn’t being self-deprecating.”

      “I certainly hope not.”

      Fay’s words were likely in response to the table and advanced alchemy set I had summoned from one of my storage rings. It was sitting in the very center of this cave. While the cave itself looked slightly different without all the furniture that it used to have in my previous life, I was still able to recognize it as the place where that woman lived.

      I wasn’t the only one looking at the cavern with interest. Fay studied the cavern floor, walls, and ceiling with narrowed eyes. She pursed her lips as she observed the spot where I remembered the bed sitting in my previous life.

      “Is something the matter?” I asked.

      “No, I don’t think so.” Fay shook her head.

      “Then I’m about to begin. Please remain quiet while I work.”

      “Okay.”

      Fay took a few steps back as I filled two 500 mL beakers and two 250 mL flasks with water, then placed a burner disk under each one. As I let the burner disks boil the water, I began preparing the common ingredients. These were the auxiliary ingredients that would either enhance or blend the main ingredients during the refining process.

      The flame grass was ground into a paste and added into a 500 mL beaker along with cherry bark, barilla, and one-thousand-year crystal salt. I stirred it all together and watched as it mixed to create a slightly bubbly red liquid.

      Letting the ingredients mix, I cleaned the pestle and mortar, then added my next ingredient—crystal scales. They came from the Crystal Serpent, a B-Rank Demon Beast with no elemental affinity. They were a bit rare, but killing just one gave me enough ingredients to create thirteen Elemental Enlightenment Pills. I quickly ground up the scales, then added Fire Drake blood, before mashing it up again to create a paste. That went into another beaker that didn’t have any ingredients. I’d let that sit and congeal before adding it.

      As I worked, I quickly zoned out. The world around me seemed to disappear as the scents and sights of the ingredients became my sole focus. A heavy medicinal scent filled the air. It was spicy. I would almost say it was fiery. Of course, that was because I was creating an Elemental Enlightenment Pill for Fay right now. Her affinity was fire, so naturally, the scent coming from the ingredients would create an intense, fiery smell when mixed.

      It didn’t take long before all of the auxiliary ingredients were mixed, but that was the easy part. The hard part came next.

      Gathering the liv petals, I ground them into a paste with the mortar and pestle. As I used the pestle to mash them up, the liv petals gave off a gentle fragrance that reminded me of changing seasons. It was a relaxing scent.

      I scraped the paste into a flask filled with spirit essence, then placed a cork over it to stop any gas from leaking out. After washing the mortar and pestle using my water element, I grabbed the magma seedlings, placed them in the mortar, and prepared to crush them.

      “That’s incorrect,” Fay suddenly said.

      I was so surprised I nearly jumped in shock. Spinning around, I gazed at the girl with wide eyes. I had completely forgotten she was there!

      “E-excuse me?”
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“Aren’t you supposed to calcine the asclepias root first?” Fay tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “Then you need to crush the bezoar before adding drips from the gas created by the liv petals… I think.”

      For a few seconds, all I could do was stare at Fay like she suddenly sprouted a second head, but as the girl flushed heavily under my gaze, I went over what she said and realized she was right. I had gotten the mixing of ingredients out of order. It seemed my memory of how the refining process went was slightly fuzzy.

      “You’re right,” I said with a grimace. Shaking my head, I placed the magma seedlings away, grabbed the asclepias root, and began calcining it on a large heating pan. A loud sizzling sound soon echoed within the cavern as the scent of burning plant filled the air. As I did this, I glanced at Fay. “I’m a bit off time because of my mistake. Would you mind helping me refine this pill?”

      “Y-you want me to help?” Fay squawked for a moment, but she quickly shook her head and walked over. “I mean, of course, I’ll help.”

      The two of us worked in silence, but our work was almost perfectly coordinated. We didn’t get in each other’s way as we went about the task of refining the Elemental Enlightenment Pill, moving around each other as if we had eyes in the back of our heads, handing each other the ingredients we needed without having to be asked, and finishing a step in the refining process if we noticed the other person was busy. What would have taken six hours to refine only took a grand total of about three thanks to our teamwork.

      However, as we worked, a strange feeling in my chest caused my heart to flutter. I tried to ignore it, but the feeling persisted. As I looked at Fay while we worked, a vague shadow seemed to surround her. An image of someone else I knew who was good at alchemy covered her like a second skin. I blinked several times and the image was gone.

      Could it be…?
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      It took four days for me and Fay to refine all the pills we needed. During that time, the two of us only stopped refining to eat, sleep, relieve ourselves, and bathe. That last act was pretty important. Being dirty while performing alchemy could cause the ingredients we used to become contaminated. We practically worked day and night to create every Elemental Enlightenment Pill.

      While it was difficult, I think our hard work paid off in dividends, as what would have taken most alchemists half a month took us only a few days to accomplish.

      Kari, Lin, and Siv only entered the cavern periodically during this time to make sure we were doing okay; it seemed they didn’t want us overworking ourselves.

      Kari had forced us to rest several times when she believed we had been working too hard. Even Lin had bossed us around, stating that we weren’t paying enough attention to her. The only one who didn’t stop us was Siv, but she was so shy and timid that I couldn’t see her trying to make us rest even if she wanted to.

      They were probably grateful when we announced that we were done.

      “We’ve made all the necessary pills for each of you to reach the Third State of Spiritualism with your elements,” I said. “I’d like us to train here for a bit so we can all reach this state together. Kari, you’ll want to stabilize your light element. After that, we’ll be ready to move on to the Morkdypt Ravine.”

      The girls were sitting together on the futon that Kari had brought out from the storage ring containing our camping equipment. Kari had crossed her legs, which she flapped up and down like butterfly wings as she listened to me. Lin was lounging on her side like an indulgent queen. On the other hand, Siv had stretched her legs out and was curling her toes.

      Fortunately, all of them were at least listening to me.

      Fay and I handed out the pills to the girls. Lin received pills for the earth and darkness elements. She had the most pills since she also had affinities for the most elements of the four. Siv was given one pill for the wind element. Likewise, Kari and Fay were each given a pill for the light and fire elements respectively.

      “I know you’ve already reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but this pill will help stabilize your Spiritual Power. Don’t hesitate to use it,” I told Kari as I placed the pill in her hand.

      “I understand.” Kari smiled up at me. “Don’t worry. I’ll work just as hard as everyone else.”

      “I know you will.”

      Once all of us had our pills, Fay and I sat down on the futon with them and crossed our legs. I looked at the pills I had. One of them was an earthen-colored pill, another was blacker than the night sky, and the last one was completely clear. The Elemental Enlightenment Pills were the size of my palm, making them look too large to swallow whole.

      As I looked back up, I saw that Lin had not hesitated to pop the Earth Elemental Enlightenment Pill into her mouth. The fact that she could stuff an entire pill that size into her mouth was astonishing, but I was used to it. Her eyes slowly fluttered shut as she sank into her subconscious. I wondered how long it would take her to find her Spiritual Core.

      Kari, Fay, and Siv also pushed their pills into their mouths. Siv had already reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, but using the pill to reach her subconscious would help build a stronger foundation with her element, which was why I had given her and Kari a pill.

      Seeing that the girls were already beginning their training, I didn’t hesitate to place the dark black pill inside of my mouth, crushing the shell with my teeth and allowing the medicinal ingredients to flow down my throat.

      My consciousnesses soon faded. The world around me turned black. When I opened my eyes, I found myself once more before my Spiritual Core. It was getting a lot easier to reach this place. I guessed it was because I had been here so many times now that my mind subconsciously brought me here.

      The nebula looked the same as the last time I had seen it, and floating around the nebula were the numerous spheres that represented the elements I had an affinity for. There was the yellow lightning sphere, the blue water sphere, the black darkness sphere, the brown earth sphere, the dull light sphere, the equally dull fire sphere, and the softly glowing green wind sphere. These seven spheres orbited the nebula.

      With a tug of my will, I floated over to the darkness sphere. I reached out with my hand and brushed it with my fingers. As I did, I let the feelings of darkness envelop my body. It was almost comforting. This darkness did not feel cold or make me lonely. I embraced the darkness and allowed it to expand my awareness of the element.

      Darkness was not inherently good or evil. While many people feared the dark, the truth was that darkness was merely the absence of light. During the night, darkness enveloped the land, allowing creatures who could not deal with the light of day a chance to emerge from their homes and hunt for food. The night had a life of its own, and it was thanks to the darkness that these creatures could come out like that.

      As I floated beside the orb and contemplated what the darkness element embodied, my Spiritual Core expanded to twice its previous size. This expansion wasn’t as impressive as when I reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism in my previous life. However, that was to be expected. The difference between the third and fourth states was like the difference between heaven and earth. It was impossible to compare the two. That said, my spiritual growth had been pretty stagnant recently, so I was very grateful for the increased power.

      After comprehending what I could of the darkness element, I could feel that my body was slowly changing. Something was happening to my body in the outside world. When I opened my eyes, I looked down and saw that my body had become covered in darkness—no, I had transformed into darkness.

      I raised my hands and stared at them, then reached down and watched as my hand merged with my own shadow. Within the shadow, I could sense darkness and more shadows. In fact, because I was so close to Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv, my shadow was intersecting with theirs, and I could feel their shadows through that connection. If I wanted to, I could easily travel into their shadow and hide there using Shadow Walking.

      So this was the darkness element? It was outstanding. With my control over this element, I would become even more formidable than before.

      I pulled my hand back and retracted the darkness element, pulling it into my body, which allowed me to revert back into a creature of flesh and blood. As I did, Lin’s eyes suddenly snapped wide open as her torso jolted into an upright position. Her darkly tanned skin took on a strangely brown quality, like the color of her skin and scales had suddenly changed. The earth around her rose and fell, forming geometric patterns in the ground as her tail slithered over it. She blinked several times as her body reverted back to normal. Her eyes darted to and fro as if she were searching for something, but then she took a shuddering breath as her shoulders slumped.

      “Lin, how was it? Did you reach the Third State of Spiritualism?” I asked.

      “Darling?”

      Lin crawled over to me, her long snake tail trailing behind her, and sat herself on my lap. Her soft butt pressed against my crotch, but she didn’t wiggle it against me like she normally did. She wrapped her arms around my neck and placed her head on my shoulder. In response, I held her close, rubbing my hands against her sides and enjoying the shift from skin to scales.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, changing the question.

      “Everything is fine. This princess is fine.” Lin nuzzled her nose against my shoulder and flicked out her tongue. “That pill did what you said it would… but the inside of this princess’s consciousness is strange.”

      I felt my curiosity piqued. “How so?”

      “After taking the pill, this princess found herself in a long and narrow tunnel,” Lin began to explain. “This tunnel branched off in several directions. This princess traveled down the tunnel for a really long time, searching through all the different passages before finally discovering a large cavern with a really big underground lake.”

      “An underground lake, huh? Interesting.” I reached up and began caressing Lin’s ear. Soft hissing noises emerged from her mouth as her tail thumped against the ground. “I’ve heard that everyone’s Spiritual Core looks different. No two people think the same way, so we interpret our subconscious differently. Mine looks like a vast and empty space with a nebula orbited by spheres floating at its center. Anyway, please continue.”

      Lin nodded and continued talking.

      “The lake was surrounded by five big fire pots. Two of them were already lit up. One of the fires was pure black and the other was brown.” Those sounded like the darkness and earth elements. “The other three weren’t lit, but two of them had embers burning inside of them. This princess didn’t get to see what colors they were because she was pulled over to the brown one.”

      “That’s probably because you had taken an Elemental Enlightenment Pill for the earth element,” I said, but her words struck me as odd.

      We had discovered through some experimentation that Lin could also use my elements with a limited degree of success. Her affinity with lightning and water was not strong, however. She had about the same strength with them as someone who had reached the First State of Spiritualism.

      Lin said there were three unlit fire pots, but she should have only received the lightning and water elements from me… unless she had also gained the wind element through my shared connection with Siv. Could that be it? I would have to study this more later. If Lin could use the wind element, then it meant Siv could also use earth and darkness, and it meant Fay and Kari would also be able to use more elements once our bond was complete.

      Lin didn’t say anything about that, but she did keep speaking.

      “This princess wasn’t sure what to do for a while, but then she decided to stick her tail inside of the brown fire. When she did, it was like she had suddenly become encased in stone. No, it was like she had turned to stone. She felt the earth surrounding her and learned what it means to become one with the earth. It was like this princess’s awareness had suddenly expanded. It was a very weird feeling. Very disconcerting.”

      “Becoming one with your element is always an unusual sensation at first,” I agreed. “So you did it? You reached the Third State of Spiritualism?”

      “Heh heh. What do you think?”

      Disentangling herself from me, Lin slithered a few meters away, then turned around and grinned. As she did, her body slowly turned brown, starting from the bottom and slowly traveling up. It was more than just a color change, however. As her body changed color, the texture and quality of her skin also changed. It looked like she had transformed into mud or sand.

      Once this change had taken place, Lin sank into the ground. I almost thought she was Shadow Walking at first. Then I noticed the ground was rippling like a lake when you threw a rock into it and realized she was doing something altogether different. It was like she had merged with the earth.

      Lin soon disappeared. I activated Spiritual Perception, trying to locate her, and I eventually did. She was right underneath me. The moment I found her, Lin’s tail suddenly emerged from the ground and tapped me on the shoulder before quickly traveling back into the ground. Lin emerged again seconds later. Then she transformed back into her normal, dark-skinned self.

      The moment her body turned into flesh and blood, she slithered back onto my lap and hugged my neck again.

      “This princess has done an excellent job, right? She reached the Third State of Spiritualism before anyone else and has become stronger than ever.”

      “You have indeed,” I agreed.

      “Then you should praise this princess a lot. This princess deserves—no, this princess demands you praise her.”

      I almost snorted at how demanding Lin was being, but it wasn’t like this was an unusual occurrence. When Lin first started to manage the Nevarian Braves with me, she had demanded I praise her as well, and when she successfully did something for the first time, she would always demand I praise her even more. It seemed words of affirmation were the way to this snake woman’s heart.

      And honestly, I didn’t mind giving them to her.

      “You did an amazing job, Lin.” I held her tight and pressed my cheek against her black tresses. “You’re incredible. I love you so much.”

      “Hee hee.”

      Lin’s tail began thumping harder on the ground as she pressed herself against me. I chortled a little as I pressed my lips to her forehead.

      Sometime after Lin emerged from her subconscious, Siv also opened her eyes. Unlike Lin, no significant changes happened to Siv, but that was because she had already reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. Even so, when I checked her through Spiritual Perception, I saw that the “flame” representing her Spiritual Power had become much denser and more potent. She had obviously become a lot more intimate with her element.

      Kari woke up after Siv. The only one who remained unconscious was Fay.

      I asked about their experiences while they were inside their subconscious. Kari said that her subconscious looked like a sky that never reached the ground. In the center of this vast and endless sky was a single cloud surrounded by several tornadoes. Only one of the tornadoes had color, a golden one that obviously represented her light element. The others were undoubtedly the inactive lightning and water elements from me.

      Siv’s experience was similar, but unlike Kari and her vast sky, Siv’s subconscious was made up of whirlwinds that created numerous paths like tunnels. At the very center of these myriad paths was her Spiritual Core, which took on the shape of an ethereal dragon surrounded by stars. Like Lin, there were five stars. The green wind star was the only one active, but the yellow lightning star and blue water star had been glowing. That meant she should be able to activate them if she traveled into her subconscious again. What shocked me was that she also had two other stars. They were dull, but one was black and the other was brown, which meant she should be able to use the darkness and earth elements if we found a way to activate them.

      After Siv finished her explanation, an intense heat suddenly billowed from where Fay was sitting. The four of us turned to look at the redhead, who had transformed into a bonfire of orange, red, and blue flames. So intense was this heat that all of us began to sweat and even panic a little when we thought our futon might combust. Despite the sweltering heat that made an uncomfortable sweat soak my clothes, though, the flames did not burn a single thing. It was like they had been perfectly contained.

      A few minutes after her body burst into flames, Fay returned to normal, blinking several times as she looked down at her hands in awe. She turned her head toward us. Her bright green eyes were shining as a smile lit up her face.

      “I did it,” she breathed out excitedly. “I reached the Third State of Spiritualism!”

      “This princess knew you could do it.” Lin placed her hands on her hips, thrust out her chest, and laughed.

      “I’m so happy for you, Fay.” Kari reached out and grabbed Fay’s hands, her bright smile matching the redhead’s. It was as if she were the one who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism. “We’re growing stronger day by day! Pretty soon, no one in Nevaria will be able to match us!”

      “Yes.” Fay’s joyous voice was understated, but the smile on her face was still quite wide.

      I looked at the remaining Elemental Enlightenment Pills I had, then at the girls surrounding me. They were all chatting now, except for the quiet Siv who merely watched them with a smile, and I couldn’t help but feel like their joy was infectious.

      I would let them relax for a bit before we began training again. Once all of us had reached the Third State of Spiritualism with all the elements we had affinities for, we would travel to the Morkdypt Ravine.
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      Dying screams and pitiful wails echoed throughout the streets of Nevaria. The sounds were so horrendous that I was sure anyone would have turned green merely from listening. Even I did not have the words to adequately describe the terrifying sounds that echoed all around me, and I was the one causing those sounds.

      Several Demon Beasts came racing toward me. Their large bodies were about two or three times bigger than my own, their shoulders were hunched, and they ran across the ground on hands and feet. Silver fur bristled in the morning sun and red eyes gleamed with the threat of violence.

      These were Silverbacks.

      I raised my hand and fired off several bolts of lightning in rapid succession, watching dispassionately as each bolt blew a hole clean through the Silverbacks’ bodies. As a large hole appeared in their chests, the creatures stumbled to the ground, rolling across the street before coming to a stop at my feet. A few of them were still miraculously alive.

      Their pitiful moans of pain did absolutely nothing to me.

      I felt nothing for them.

      Pointing at those still alive, I splayed my fingers and switched from lightning to water. Several compressed beams of water shot from my fingers, punched clean through the Silverback’s heads, and left a thumb-sized hole in the ground as well. As blood from the dead Demon Beasts seeped into the earth, I stepped past their corpses and continued on.

      This wasn’t working out like I wanted.

      I had been in Nevaria for nearly five days now, killing Demon Beasts left and right, but it didn’t feel like I was making progress. There were just too many of them. I slaughtered and slaughtered and slaughtered. Yet no matter how many Demon Beasts I killed, there were always ten or twenty more to replace them.

      It was getting annoying.

      A pack of Dire Wolves led by a Greater Dire Wolf rushed out from around a building and charged toward me. Bounding forward on powerful limbs that rippled with muscle, their howls sounded like they were filled with rage. Vicious crimson eyes glowered at me as hungry snarls split their fanged mouths.

      I sighed. Then I waved my hand, summoning a massive tidal wave of water that raced down the street, slammed into the Dire Wolves, and swept them all away. Most of the Dire Wolves were outright crushed when the wave hit them. However, a few were flung away, crashing into walls or breaking through rooftops. Loud yelps and pained whimpers echoed all around me.

      The Greater Dire Wolf was the only one that didn’t get caught in my attack. It leapt over my tidal wave by jumping along the buildings to gain a greater height than my wave. The beast opened its mouth, from which a condensed sphere of wind gathered. It looked like this creature was planning to blast me apart with a wind attack.

      Once again pointing at my enemy, I released a small beam of condensed water, which shot forward faster than the Greater Dire Wolf could create its own technique. The water pierced the wind sphere, then went through the inside of the Demon Beast’s mouth and erupted from the back of its head. It didn’t even have time to whimper as it died. I traced the path it flew with my eyes as the corpse hit the ground with a meaty thud.

      Then I moved on.

      There were more Demon Beasts to kill.

      Nevaria was a large city. In terms of size, it was probably comparable to Vahn. That was likely why it felt like I wasn’t getting anywhere. With a city of this size, there was simply no way a single person could clean out all the Demon Beasts by fighting like this.

      What I needed was a method to take them all out at once.

      I looked up at the sky, at the clouds drifting lazily as if basking in the warmth of the sun. An idea came to me as I stared at those clouds. Yes, that could work.

      Orienting myself toward the mountain, I used the Lightning Step to quickly reach the Imperial Royal Palace.

      Like the rest of this place, the Imperial Royal Palace was infested with Demon Beasts. Most of them were Pteranodons, who had made the interior their nest. I spent upwards of several hours just cleaning the place out, partly because I was being extra cautious about not causing structural damage to the building, since this used to be Kari’s home, but also because I didn’t want this place to collapse around me. I would survive, but it would be annoying to have a building fall on my head.

      When I finished killing all of the Pteranodons, I made my way to the highest point of the palace. Looking across the vast stretch of land from this height allowed me to see all of Nevaria, from the northern wall to the southern one. Nevaria was shaped like an oval. The rampart encircling it did not have the perfectly circular shape that I had long expected. From this height, the many buildings and even the outer wall looked quite small. If I used lightning to enhance my eyesight, I could also see the Demon Beasts as they roamed the streets.

      This place was perfect for my plan.

      Taking a deep breath, I lifted my hands to the sky as though pleading with some unseen god for aid, but that wasn’t what I was doing at all. I was channeling my Spiritual Power into the sky. I was bending the elements around me to my will. First, I gathered the moisture in the air, condensing it into hundreds of thousands of tiny droplets in order to form a cloud. It wasn’t long before a large and dark thundercloud had formed.

      I frowned.

      It still wasn’t enough.

      My Spiritual Power surged as I continued feeding it to the cloud, making it grow larger and darker with every passing second. I narrowed my eyes. More clouds had formed. It did not take much longer before the clouds had grown so large they covered almost all of Nevaria in shadow. Once the clouds were created to my satisfaction, I switched from using water to lightning, channeling the lightning element into the storm clouds.

      Bright flashes of pale light streaked across the sky. As I channeled more Spiritual Power into the cloud, the number of lightning streaks increased, until lightning was flashing by every few seconds. I waited for a moment to make sure I still had control over this incredible power, then directed my will into the cloud and gathered the lightning in several different locations.

      I turned my gaze toward the city below me, toward the Demon Beasts freely roaming the streets. These creatures did not deserve the life they had been given. They did not deserve life at all. With this act, I will have fulfilled my promise to that mysteriously cloaked woman and gotten my revenge on the foul monsters that took hers, mine, and Kari’s home from us.

      With a wave of my hand, the lightning within the cloud surged. Numerous bolts slammed into the ground, uprooting buildings, sending chunks of debris flying into the air, and frying Demon Beasts from the inside out.

      From this high up, I could not hear the dying screams of Demon Beasts, but I could imagine it. My lightning bolts struck Demon Beasts left and right. Thousands of bolts of bright streaks rained down from above, showering the city and destroying more than just the Demon Beasts. Buildings crumbled. The rampart exploded. Chunks of cobblestone roads were gouged out as large craters formed in the ground.

      However, I did not stop. I would not stop. This city was already gone. Even if I had to destroy what remained of Nevaria, I would see to it that every Demon Beast who had made this place their home was annihilated as well.

      More Spiritual Power erupted from my body as my feet left the roof. I floated into the sky until I was hovering just below the clouds. With my hands raised, I channeled more and more Spiritual Power into the cloud, producing even more lightning. The thousands of lightning bolts soon turned into tens of thousands as I used the incredible control I now possessed over the lightning element to strike individual Demon Beasts and hordes of them at the same time.

      My lips twitched as they involuntarily cracked into a smile, but what I felt in my heart as I watched destruction rain down from above wasn’t joy. It was sorrow. Because I knew that even after completing my promise and attaining my revenge, the people who died in this place would still never be brought back.
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      “It’s so dark,” Kari complained as she, Fay, Lin, Siv, and I traveled through the vast darkness of the Morkdypt Ravine. “Even with these monster core lamps, I can still barely see ten meters in front of me.”

      “You could always use your light element to create a brighter light, but I think that would be a waste of Spiritual Power and may attract the attention of a Demon Beast with a high level of Spiritual Perception,” Fay said.

      “It’s better if I don’t do that. We don’t know what’s down here.” Kari paused as she looked around. “At least, we also have this strange moss to give us some more light.”

      Lin slithered along, her tongue flicking in and out of her mouth. She didn’t seem as cautious as Kari, Siv, or Fay.

      “This princess can’t sense anything in the earth that would pose a threat.”

      I was in the lead as we traveled through the Morkdypt Ravine, while Kari and Fay took up the rear. Siv was immediately behind me and Lin was behind her. This formation had been created because Siv and I had already been here before. It made sense to have us act as the vanguard.

      The Morkdypt Ravine had not changed at all from what I remembered when traveling down here with Herleif. We followed a path that sloped and curved, creating something that resembled a maze. Rocks jutted out of the ground and made it hard for us to see where we were going. Sometimes these rock formations would even create small cracks that we had to squeeze through to continue moving. This was especially hard for Lin and Siv, who had a large tail and dragon wings respectively.

      “Hmph! This princess will not let some stupid sediment impede her!”

      I watched with amusement as Lin melded into the earth and just sort of… swam through. It was an interesting use of her newfound powers.

      “I’m surprised,” Kari continued in a soft voice.

      “Surprised by what?” asked Fay.

      “By the lack of Demon Beasts. I expected there to be a lot of strong Demon Beasts down here, but we haven’t run into a single one.”

      Fay shrugged. “A and S-Rank Demon Beasts are exceedingly rare existences. Even if there were more of them down here than anywhere else, we still wouldn’t run into them so easily, especially since we have Eryk and Lin.”

      “That is true. Eryk’s Spiritual Perception is rather outstanding, and Lin’s ability to sense people and Demon Beasts through the ground has further increased our detection abilities.”

      Since reaching the Third State of Spiritualism, Lin had gained many new abilities, including the ability to sense movement through the ground. She could even judge someone’s strength. It was thanks to her newfound powers, rather than my Spiritual Perception, that we were able to avoid many A-Rank Demon Beasts on our way here

      “Who do you think will detect a Demon Beast first?” asked Kari.

      “I hope there aren’t any Demon Beasts around to detect,” Fay muttered.

      I had the feeling these two were talking mostly to calm their nerves. This ravine had long since been the stuff of nightmares. There were tales dating back hundreds of years that spoke of the horrors to be found within this ravine. I remembered reading an autobiography about an explorer named Leif Eryksson who traveled down to this ravine and nearly lost his life at the hands of a Draugr Priest, which was a type of undead Demon Beast.

      An S-Rank Undead Demon Beast.

      “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about Demon Beasts,” I assured them. “The area we’re in was home to the Sekbeists. I think they killed all the Demon Beasts in this area. At the very least, I know they have a way of keeping Demon Beasts from coming here. If we travel outside of this area, we’d probably run into trouble, though.”

      “Is that so? I guess we’re okay then,” Kari murmured.

      Using my memories from the last time I was here and Siv’s guidance, we found the cavern I had entered before. After that, I had Siv take the lead since she knew more about this place than me. We traveled through the numerous tunnels, our footsteps echoing around us. The air was stale, but I was able to ignore that as I strained my ears and listened.

      Tic. Tic. Tic.

      The sounds of pickaxes hitting rock echoed in my ears seconds before we reached a massive chamber shaped like a cylinder. This chamber had several levels leading up and down. Each level contained numerous passageways. Unlike the last time I had traveled here, there were no Sekbeists guarding the area.

      Kari gasped as she and the others walked toward the edge of the cliff and looked down. “Those are…”

      “People?” Fay finished in shock.

      “This princess can even see several Lamia!” Lin exclaimed in surprise.

      Down below were the people Herleif and I discovered the last time we came here, but it looked like there were fewer people now than there had been before. I wondered if that meant several of these people were killed or died from overwork. I didn’t know, but I gazed at the mixture of Dweorgs, humans, Lamia, and Beastmen with pity.

      “Come on,” I said as I leapt down from the cliff and landed on the ground several dozen meters below.

      None of the people working responded to my actions, nor the noise I made. They had probably been ordered not to do anything that didn’t involve work. I could easily imagine the Sekbeists ordering them to ignore everything but their tasks.

      As I looked at the group, Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv came down using various methods. Kari and Fay leapt down, Siv flew down on her wings, while Lin used Earth Walking to reach the bottom, emerging from the wall as her body changed from earth back into flesh and blood.

      “These people look sick…” Kari muttered as she raised a hand to her mouth, hiding the horrified expression on her face. “What are they doing? Why are they mining this place? How come they won’t even respond to us?”

      “That would be thanks to the control collars on their necks,” I answered her last question before turning to Siv. She knew more about what these people were doing than I did.

      “They are mining this ore.” Siv walked over to a wall where several chunks of black ore were sticking out of the wall. Using her superior Drakvarian strength, she pried a piece from the wall and showed it to us. “I do not know what this ore is used for. I just know the Sekbeists wanted it.”

      Siv’s speech had gotten a lot better, though she didn’t talk much anymore. The smooth flow of her speech complemented her soft-spoken and lilting voice.

      “We can ask them what this ore is used for once I remove the control collars from around their necks,” I said. “Will you girls help me?”

      “Of course,” Kari said.

      “I will gladly assist you,” Fay added.

      “This princess was going to help whether you wanted her to or not.” Lin crossed her arms.

      Siv did not speak anymore, but she did nod to indicate she would also help.

      The five of us soon began removing the collars from these people one at a time. Each time we removed a collar, the person would stop what they were doing, blink as their glazed-over eyes suddenly gained clarity, and look around as though they couldn’t understand what they had been doing this whole time. I remembered how Siv acted the first time I removed the enslavement collar. Having been controlled for so long, it would take them a little while to get their bearings.

      Once all of the collars had been removed, the girls regrouped with me as I stared at the people we had freed.

      “I know all of you must be confused right now,” I said, causing many heads to turn in my direction. “I’ll give you a very brief summary of what’s happened to you since I’m sure your memories will return in a moment. You were enslaved by the Sekbeists, though I don’t know for how long. They placed enslavement collars around your necks to force you into doing their bidding. We’ve removed the collars and given you back your freedom. I’d like all of you to take this time to think about what you want to do. We would be more than happy to take all of you back to our city if that is what you want, but you are also free to leave on your own if you do not wish to come with us.”

      The people around us seemed confused still, but I didn’t let that bother me. I stepped back and leaned against the wall as several of the people gathered together and began talking amongst themselves. I noticed how they grouped themselves into their specific races. That did make me frown a little, but it wasn’t like I could blame them. Most people preferred mingling with their own race.

      “What do you think is going to happen now?” asked Kari.

      I shrugged. “Not sure. We’ve freed them from the control collars, but the rest is up to them. They can either come with us, or they can choose to go their own way. Given that they were literally being controlled like puppets, I don’t want to take their ability to choose their own path away from them now.”

      “I don’t want to do that either,” Kari admitted.

      After a few minutes had passed, the group of humans came up to us. All of them looked fairly malnourished, with their ribcages visible and their arms thin enough that I was reminded of twigs. Their hair was long and unkempt. Gaunt faces reflected how harshly they had been treated. Yet while their eyes were sunken in, many of the men and women were looking at me in determination.

      “We wanted to ask… where do you come from, young man?” one of them asked. He looked like the selected spokesperson for their group. His hair was a dark blond bordering on brown. He had blue eyes and would probably have been handsome if he wasn’t so skinny.

      “We’re from Nevaria,” I answered.

      Several eyes lit up at that. The spokesperson sighed in relief and placed a hand on his chest.

      “So Nevaria still stands.” Smiling, he gestured to himself and the others. “All of us are also from Nevaria. Our memories are still a little fuzzy, but we were all abducted from our homes by the Sekbeists. They forced these collars on us and made us do their bidding. I was actually abducted while exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range. My party and I were attacked, and I was knocked unconscious. The next thing I knew, I was being ordered around by those Sekbeists, my body unable to resist their commands.”

      “Would you all like to come back with us?” asked Kari with a kind smile.

      “We would appreciate that,” the spokesperson said.

      “Kari?” I asked.

      “Leave this to me,” Kari said as she walked toward the group and began discussing the matter of bringing them along with us.

      “Darling?” At that instant, Lin came up with the group of Lamia. There were only five present, but that was still quite a few considering this race didn’t live anywhere near the Demon Beast Mountain Range. “This princess was just telling her people about Nevaria and all the amazing things it has. They have stated that they would also like to travel with us.”

      I was glad to hear that since it meant Lin would no longer be the only Lamia. Even now, people still looked at her funny when we went out. Having more of her kind would lessen the impact she had on the people around her.

      “That sounds good to me,” I said. “Lin, you’ll be in charge of helping them out.”

      Lin thumped her chest. “Just leave everything to this princess!”

      The group of Lamia was directed off to the side by Lin, who began talking and using wild gesticulations to highlight whatever points she was trying to make. The malnourished Lamia listened to her words with looks of rapt attention. Since it seemed she had everything under control, I turned my attention toward the group of Beastmen.

      Beastmen were a completely different breed from Lamia and humans. They looked human enough, but many of them had fur covering their arms and legs, and their hair was like a wild mane that refused to be tamed. Some had feline appearances, while others looked canine. There were many different variations of Beastmen. Most Beastmen had incredibly muscular bodies. However, these men and women looked ridiculously skinny. They, like the others, had no doubt been horribly abused by the Sekbeists.

      “My name is Fenrir,” said the Beastman at the front, a man with dark fur and even darker eyes. “My people were kidnapped long ago and brought to this place. I and the others here were all born in captivity and forced to wear these collars since we were young. We have no knowledge of the outside world.”

      For a man who had no knowledge of the outside world, he was awfully articulate, but I guess his parents taught him how to speak our language? I didn’t know. And I wasn’t going to question it.

      “I understand.” Nodding, I looked to the group of nervous and hopeful Beastmen before looking at Fenrir again. “Would you and your group like to come with us? Nevaria is a large city with a lot of people and opportunities. We can help you get settled in and make your own place there.”

      “We would like that.” Fenrir bowed his head to me. The other Beastmen followed suit.

      “Fay.” I turned to my red-haired fiancée. “Can I leave you in charge of them?”

      Fay looked uncertain, but she didn’t remain that way for long. She nodded once and placed a hand on her chest.

      “I’ll do my best not to disappoint you.”

      “You could never disappoint me.”

      When Fay led the group off and began discussing Nevaria with them, it was just Siv and me until the Dweorgs walked up to us in a group. They were about twenty strong. Unlike the others, they did not look quite as malnourished, but that was because of their Dweorg biology. They were far sturdier than any other race I knew of.

      “Ma name is Sterk,” a red-haired Dweorg said. Like the others, he was a very stout man, with a thick beard and a barrel-like body. He only came up to about my stomach. “I’ve been designated as the leader for this ‘ere group. We have decided ta go with ye to Nevaria, but we do not plan on remaining there. We’ll only stay until we can return home.”

      “You wish to return to Niðavellir,” I said, nodding. “I understand. In that case, please come back to Nevaria with us. While returning to Niðavellir might be difficult right now, I do know where a couple of Warp Gates leading to your realm are.”

      “Ye do?” Sterk looked astonished, but then he quickly bowed to me. “If ye can help us get back, we Dweorg shall owe ye a huge debt. We’ll not be skimpy when it comes te helping ye. It seems ye know a bit about us, so ye know we’re talented craftsmen. We can forge powerful weapons, armor, and even build houses and the like.”

      “We can discuss that when we get back to Nevaria,” I said. “For now, everyone here should get some food in their bellies and rest up.”

      “Aye.”

      After everyone had made their decision to come back with us, Kari and I summoned the ingredients and cookware from our storage rings. Sterk and the other Dweorgs were astonished when they saw our use of runes. Sterk immediately began engaging Kari in a conversation over them, which of course led to my future wife becoming embroiled in a long discussion about how her rings worked, meaning I had to purloin Fay’s help in preparing the meal. The two of us grilled up some bear and boar meat for everyone to eat. We also grilled numerous vegetables and other healthy side dishes.

      It must have been a long time since these people had eaten anything of substance. They were like ravenous hyenas as they devoured the food. Some of them ate so much and so fast that they ended up vomiting what they ate. I had to scold those people for being so wasteful. Fortunately, after the first few people vomited due to their stomachs not being strong enough to contain so much food, the rest ate far more slowly and made sure to drink lots of water.

      While everyone wanted to leave right now, I knew that wouldn’t be a good idea and told them all to get some rest. They would need to be well-rested if they planned on traveling up the Morkdypt Ravine, then trekking across the Demon Beast Mountain Range. We provided all of them with blankets and pillows to sleep on, and despite their initial complaints, everyone passed out almost as soon as their heads hit their pillows.

      “It looks like they really were tired,” Fay commented.

      I nodded. “I imagine they have been forced to labor away like this on very little food and sleep for many years. After getting some food in their bellies, their bodies were probably unable to even process the food without resting.” Fay didn’t say anything to my words, so I quickly changed the subject. “Anyway, before we head out, there is one more place I want to check.”

      “What place is that?” asked Kari as she walked over to us.

      “A strange object that Herleif and I discovered down here,” I said. “It seemed important to the Sekbeists, so I’d like to look at it and figure out what it is.”

      “Something important to the Sekbeists?! Is it some kind of powerful artifact?!” Kari leaned forward. I thought starlight might burst from her eyes.

      The object that I was talking about was referring to the strangely metallic object I saw with Herleif. Something told me that it was important.

      I had Fay and Lin remain in the room in case something happened. Meanwhile, Siv and Kari joined me as I traveled to this object. Kari was practically bouncing as she followed me.

      Their reaction was about the same that mine had been when I first laid eyes on this strange object with its gleaming metallic surface, unusual shape, and the many odd protrusions that were reminiscent of cannons sticking out of it. As we got closer, I spotted several blinking lights on the surface. I also realized there were strange pipes sticking out of it.

      “This thing is weird,” Kari murmured as we walked around it. Despite her words, she looked like she had just discovered the find of the century. Her heavy breathing was a little disconcerting as she stared at the object like it was a piece of meat.

      It didn’t look like a building, but I honestly could not imagine what else it might be. I also noticed that it seemed to be buried beneath the ground. That made me wonder if this had a basement.

      “I don’t know what this is,” Siv admitted.

      “Neither do I.” Reaching out, I placed my hand on the metal, shivering a little at the cold metallic feel. This thing was like ice.

      Curious, I channeled Spiritual Power into the object. Nothing happened. With a sigh, I kept walking before eventually discovering something that looked like… a door? There were several seams that made me think this area was an entrance of some kind. After a moment of searching, I was able to find a small button that caused the seamed area to open with a soft hiss.

      “What the—?!”

      Kari and Siv jumped back as the wall peeled apart. I stared at the now open door, which led into a room full of pipes, blinking lights, and strange grating. This looked like nothing I had ever seen before.

      “Come on,” I said as I walked inside.

      “This place is fascinating. I’d love to explore it, but are you sure this is a good idea? We don’t know what sort of traps might be laid here,” Kari said as she followed me through the door. Siv hesitated for a moment, but she soon ran through the door to catch up with us.

      “I don’t know if I would say this is a good idea, but we need to know more about the Sekbeists,” I said. “That army we fought off will not be the last we see of them. I can guarantee that. So the more we can learn about them now, the better we can prepare ourselves for our next engagement.”

      “Hmmm. Yes, that does make sense,” Kari admitted, nodding. “Welp! I guess that means it’s time to see what’s up with this place! It’s not a ruin, that much is clear. What are all these weird pipes for? They can’t be used for plumbing, right? They’re sticking out of the walls.”

      “I couldn’t tell you. I’ve never seen anything like this.” I shrugged.

      After entering the object, the three of us found ourselves in a room that was completely empty. There was nothing here except the lights overhead, which did not look like monster core lamps but something else. I couldn’t sense any Spiritual Power. That meant these lights were being provided with another source of power. A door stood on the other end. I walked up to it, but I couldn’t figure out how to open it. Nothing I touched seemed to work. In the end, I created a water blade and sliced the door open.

      “That was an awfully violent way of opening the door. Must you ruin this strangely magnificent… thing?” Kari asked as she, Siv, and I stepped into a hall with a circular ceiling.

      “If it works,” I said with a shrug.

      “This place… seems odd,” Siv said as she gazed around the hall. Her expression seemed to be one of fear, perhaps because of how unfamiliar everything appeared to her. Pipes stuck out of the walls, the floor was made of metal grating, and there were numerous strange pillars embedded into the walls that curved around the ceiling and disappeared into the floor on the other side. They reminded me of ribs… sort of.

      “Do you think this place is some kind of home?” asked Kari. “Maybe this is where the Sekbeists live.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s what this is,” I said as we continued walking. “I think this place is something else, though I can’t for the life of me figure out what.”

      “Hmm…”

      We soon discovered that this hallway wasn’t the only one. There were many hallways with numerous doors. Some doors led to other rooms, while others led to stairwells.

      “Wh-what is this strangely wonderful contraption?!” Kari wondered out loud as we found ourselves standing inside a tiny, cylindrical room. There was nothing in here save a strange panel with buttons that had Sekbeist symbols engraved on the front.

      “I’m not sure,” I murmured.

      “Are these buttons?” Siv asked as she reached out and pressed one.

      “Ah! Wait! Don’t—” I tried to say, but I was too late.

      The floor beneath us rumbled. Siv squawked and clung to my arm, while Kari bent her legs to steady herself. I looked around, prepared for a surprise attack, but I became shocked when a sudden lurch caused my stomach to drop.

      “Are we… descending?” I asked.

      “It feels like it! I think we are! Does this thing automatically move?! This is amazing!” Kari said, looking at Siv. “What did you do?”

      “I-I’m sorry,” Siv apologized, her wings and tail drooping.

      “Oh, hey. Come on now. I’m not berating you.” Kari gave the Dragon girl a resigned smile as she patted her head. “Nothing seemed to happen this time. Ah, but you may want to be more careful in the future, yeah? We don’t know what might happen next time.”

      “I will,” Siv promised.

      We soon learned that this room was actually a moving chamber that could ascend and descend with the push of a button. I was reminded of the lifts found in the towers used by the Six Great Sects of the Northern Plains. It took us to several different levels inside this strange building… thing.

      I did not know how many levels this place possessed, but each level had several hallways that led to a variety of rooms. Like the previous doors, these ones did not open for us, so I had to make us a door by slicing it apart. Most of the rooms were strange. I recognized some of them as sleeping quarters and what I guessed was a hospital wing, but there were just as many rooms that I couldn’t figure out, such as a room that contained hundreds of large, tube-shaped devices made of glass. I had never seen anything like it before, so I couldn’t understand what these devices were used for.

      The room at what I guessed was the top of this strange place confused me the most.

      It was a large room with two levels and many chairs. On the second floor was a large chair that looked almost like a throne. It was made from the same black metal as everything else, but the throne had red padding. Sitting on it allowed me to overlook the entire room, so I could see that each chair had a strange contraption in front of it. These devices were so alien I couldn’t even guess their use.

      Kari and Siv also wandered around the room, poking and prodding at the many contraptions present. A few of them had blinking lights and buttons. However, none of us could figure out how they worked. In the end, we were forced to leave and continue searching the rest of this place.

      We eventually came upon what looked like a single-person bedroom. It was large, had a large bed—I think it was a bed—and featured furniture that I recognized as a desk and a chair.

      As Fay and Siv looked around, I went over to the desk, where I found two objects sitting on the surface. The first was a strange object that looked like a jagged rock with runes covering the surface. I could not for the life of me figure out what it was, but I knew what the other object was. A book. Bound in red leather, the tome had no words or title on the front. It was covered in dust. When I blew on it, the dust flew into the air and nearly got in my nose.

      “Are you okay?” asked Kari when I began coughing.

      “Yeah… I’m fine…”

      I coughed several more times before calming down. Siv and Kari came over to me as I picked up the tome and opened it to the first page. There was writing on the inside. It was written in an older variation of the human’s tongue, so I could vaguely read what it said.

      “ ‘To whoever reads this journal, I hope the knowledge contained therein helps you understand my plight and our world’s greatest enemy,’ ” I read out loud.

      “A journal! And it’s so old! Look at the writing. This is an ancient dialect of our language. It has to be at least from some time before or relatively soon after the Great Catastrophe. Who do you think wrote this?” asked an exuberant Kari.

      “Not sure. Let’s find out,” I mumbled before I continued to read. “ ‘My name is Ask. I was once the proud leader of the human race. During the war against the Sekbeists, I led my people and fought alongside the Dweorg, Lintilskudd, Ljósálfar, Drakvar, and Guddomelig. Thanks to my immense Spiritual Power and my ability to control the Concept of Time, I became known as one of the Great Overlords of the First Realm. Contained within this journal is the tale of my exploits and the tragedy of my life. Please use this knowledge to free me from the darkness that has enslaved me and fight the Sekbeists in my stead.’ ”

      “It looks like whoever wrote this was an enemy of the Sekbeist.” Kari bit her lower lip. “Could it be the Sekbeists really did cause the Great Catastrophe?”

      I didn’t answer Kari. Not only did I not have an answer, but the words written on this page had shocked me into silence. It was specifically two words that had stupefied me to the point where my throat had closed up. These two words, which had defined my life for so long, left me stunned.

      Great Overlord.
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      There was nothing left for me to do in Nevaria. The Demon Beasts were no more. I hunted each one down until none remained. I spent an entire month making sure all the Demon Beasts living in Nevaria were dead and gone. With the promise I had made keeping me going, I wanted to make extra sure nothing could ever disturb that woman’s grave or this city again.

      Once I finished hunting down all the Demon Beasts, I left, traveling across the Endless Desert. I didn’t walk on land. I flew. With my control over lightning, water, and light, flying was actually a simple matter. I merely manipulated my body’s natural composition, transforming into lightning and streaking across the sky. Thanks to my increased reserves of Spiritual Power, I didn’t even need to stop for breaks.

      What would normally take a two-year period to cross only took me one month. It honestly didn’t even feel like a month to me before I was setting down on the grassy ground of the Northern Plains.

      I took a moment to look at the familiar setting, at the copse of trees and dirt road that would lead to the nearest small city. How long had it been since I had seen this place? I knew more than a few years had passed, but it felt like lifetimes since I last stepped foot on this part of the continent.

      After taking a deep breath, I set off and began walking. I could have flown, of course, but the Northern Plains were a lot more crowded than the Endless Desert. I didn’t want someone mistaking me for a Demon Beast. It was in my best interest not to draw attention—at least, not until I knew what the situation here was like.

      The last time I had been to the Northern Plains, the Sekbeists had launched a massive invasion and taken numerous cities for themselves. The Sects of Midgard had been locked in a fierce struggle against them. I had been a part of that struggle myself until Kari and Kayli were killed by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. After that, I left the war, the people, and everything else behind. I traveled across the Northern Plains, stealing techniques, relics, sacred treasures, and whatever I could to get stronger, and then I left for Nevaria.

      I felt a little bad about that. But at the time, whether the people in this place lived or died didn’t matter to me. I couldn’t be bothered by the lives of people I would never meet. Without Kari and Kayli in my life, nothing else mattered.

      Some part of me still felt this way, that it didn’t matter if the people of the Northern Plains died. That said, I also understood that Kari would never forgive me for thinking this way.

      It hadn’t mattered back then. She was gone, so what did it matter if she wouldn’t forgive me? However, now that I had returned to myself, it mattered to me now. When I died, I didn’t want to face my wife and daughter in shame. If nothing else, I would make sure to destroy all the Sekbeists in the Northern Plains before confronting the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      Those were the thoughts I had until I reached the nearest village.

      “What… what is this…?”

      Those thoughts of mine ceased the moment I looked at the destroyed ruins of the village. It wasn’t a very large village. There were maybe two or three hundred buildings total, and most of them were simple houses with shingled roofs, wood walls, and basic doors. All of the buildings now looked like destroyed husks. Walls were broken, ceilings had collapsed, and a few had been reduced to ashes and rubble. The scent of death hung heavily in the air. I think the only reason I wasn’t choking on it was because I had grown so used to this smell.

      As I walked through the village, I turned my head left and right, observing the remains and wondering what had happened. Several burnt-out corpses greeted my eyes. Their bodies were black like they’d been charred, twisted into deformed shapes as if they’d been clawing at each other and themselves as they fought to stay alive.

      In the end, their struggles hadn’t amounted to much.

      I searched through the entire village, but I couldn’t find anything that would let me know what happened here. The most I could assume was that the Sekbeist had come in, destroyed the place, and then left.

      Situations like this weren’t all that unusual. They happened with relative frequency back when I was the leader of Brave Vesparia.

      However, it was odd that a village so close to the Endless Desert had been ransacked like this. It had no strategic value. Granted, the Sekbeist seemed to care less about strategy and more about carnage, but it still made very little sense to attack such a small village when there were more tempting targets.

      Realizing there was nothing for me here, I decided to move on. Maybe I could figure out what was going on in one of the larger cities like Vahn. They always had information readily available for anyone willing to pay.
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      We returned to Nevaria not long after freeing the people we had met in the Morkdypt Ravine. Reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism would have to wait. Our first priority had been to safely escort all the disparate groups who had been enslaved by the Sekbeists.

      The journey had taken upwards of two months and was fraught with peril, but fortunately, no one died during the trip thanks to our newfound strength. A-Rank Demon Beasts no longer stood a chance against us. I was even certain we could defeat S-Rank Demon Beasts, though I had yet to test that theory.

      We went to visit Empress Hilda immediately after returning.

      The bold scent of a strong and intoxicating tea filled the air and made its way into my nose. I inhaled the scent with a sigh, even as I lifted the cup to my lips and took a slow sip. It looked like Empress Hilda had really brought out the good stuff for this gathering.

      We were sitting on the veranda of the Imperial Royal Palace. To my left were Kari and Lin. On my right were Fay and Siv. Empress Hilda and her three husbands were on the other side of the table. Of course, only Empress Hilda, Rainer, and Dante were sitting. Valence was, as always, standing guard behind the empress. I wondered if the man ever took time to relax. I also wondered how Empress Hilda dealt with such a serious fellow.

      “This tea is delicious,” Fay said with a content sigh. She was holding the cup with both of her hands, perhaps to allow the warmth emitting from the cup to seep into her body.

      It was getting chillier thanks to the changing seasons. Of course, Nevaria never had any drastic weather changes like some places I had been to, but it could still get cold. Right now, it was vinter. The season would last for three months before changing to vår.

      Miðgarðr had three seasons in total: vinter, vår, and frühling. It was approaching vinter now, meaning the weather would be getting colder. Perhaps, if we were lucky, we would even get some snow, but that was unlikely. Snow in Nevaria was so rare I had only seen it three times in my entire life.

      I would see snow all the time back when Kari and I were members of the Explorers Sect, but the sect headquarters was up North in the Northern Plains, near the mountains where the Dragons lived. The further north one traveled, the colder it became.

      “I’m pleased to know that you like it.” Empress Hilda wore a delicate smile as she turned her head ever so slightly to look at the man behind her. “The tea leaves for this brew were cultivated for five whole years by Valence.” She looked back at us, her smile widening when she saw our jaw-dropping expressions. “You might not realize it, but Valence has an herbal garden where he home-grows tea leaves.”

      “He’s damn good at it too,” Dante chuckled as he took an indelicate swig of tea.

      I looked back at Valence to see the man’s right eyebrow twitch as he stared daggers at Dante, as if wishing the man would burst into flames. It was hard to tell if he was angry at Dante’s callous behavior or how inelegantly the younger man drank his tea. Well, it probably didn’t matter in the end.

      “He is indeed highly talented,” Rainer added. “I dare say Valence grows the best tea leaves in all of Nevaria, but this is because of his special cultivation methods. The manner in which he grows the tea leaves is through crossbreeding and natural selection. He takes the best of his teas, crossbreeds them, and then does it again several times. It takes a long time for him to cultivate the tea leaves until they are to his liking, but the results are always worth the wait.”

      “I’ll say.” Kari released a pleasant sigh after taking a sip from her cup. The content smile she wore was different from her normal smiles. “It has been a long time since I’ve tried Father’s homegrown tea. It truly is some of the best I’ve ever had.”

      It was hard to disagree with Kari; the tea contained a mild hint of spices and fruits that complemented the ever so slight bitterness of the original tea leaves, whatever they were.

      I took another glance at Valence. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I could have sworn his lips had twitched for a moment there…

      “I wish to ask you about the refugees,” Empress Hilda said after a few more moments of banter. “Have they been able to adjust to life in Nevaria?”

      “I wouldn’t be the correct person to ask about that. I’ve been so busy dealing with sect matters that I haven’t had time to properly check in to see how they are adjusting.” After shaking my head, I glanced at Lin, who was muttering bitterly as she glared at her teacup. The steaming tea was probably too hot for her sensitive tongue. “Lin, how are the refugees from the Morkdypt Ravine adjusting to life in Nevaria?”

      After grumbling at her teacup for a bit longer, Lin looked up at us. Her golden eyes went from me to Empress Hilda.

      “They have been adjusting well enough,” she said. “There were a few problems with the Dweorgs, Lamia, and Beastmen for the first half a month, but it was mostly on Nevaria’s side of things. The people of Nevaria react with fear to things they do not understand. Many of the people avoided them for a while, though this princess dare says the Dweorgs had it the easiest. They just look like really short humans.” Lin paused for a moment, tilting her head as a thought occurred to her. “The Lamia also had an easy time adjusting. This princess was very surprised by that.”

      “That’s because you’re a very well-known figure by now,” Kari said. She reached out toward the center of the table and grabbed a scone, setting it on her plate as she continued to speak. “It’s been a long time since you started living here, and you were also in the parade, not to mention we announced that you were engaged to Eryk. By this point, everyone has accepted you, so having more Lamia suddenly show up probably isn’t that shocking.”

      “So the Beastmen are the problem, then?” asked Empress Hilda with a frown.

      As she spoke, Rainer grabbed a muffin from the three-tier serving plate in the center. He used a fork and knife to cut it into slices, then jabbed one of the slices and presented it to Empress Hilda, who didn’t even bat an eye as she opened her mouth and let him feed her. It was such a smooth occurrence that if I hadn’t seen this several times already, I would have been stunned. Beside her, Dante was chuckling as he munched away on a Danish with cream filling.

      “The problem is the humans.” Lin frowned. “The Beastmen have been doing their best to fit in, but their furry bodies and animalistic appearance have caused some people to shun them. Of course, this was only for the first half a month. They’ve since integrated into Nevaria and are doing rather well. This princess even knows that the youngest among them is dating a human boy.”

      “You’re talking about Fen, right?” Fay suddenly said.

      “That’s the one.” Lin nodded. “She took a shining to Earland a few days back. She came in the other day and informed this princess that Earland has finally asked her to become his.”

      A moment of silence passed as Lin unhesitatingly threw out this important piece of information like it was cheap grass. I glanced at the parents of Earland. Empress Hilda, Valence, Dante, and Rainer all looked like they had been slapped in the face. It was almost comical to see the way their eyes widened and their mouths dropped. Even Valence wore the expression of someone who had been sucker punched.

      “Earland is courting this… Fen?” Empress Hilda asked carefully, like she couldn’t quite believe what she was being told.

      “That’s right,” Lin said carelessly. She had no idea what sort of impact her words made.

      “I see.” The empress suddenly smiled, but it wasn’t necessarily pleasant. I mean, it was very pleasing to the eyes, but somehow, that beatific mien of hers caused my heart to palpitate with fear. “I had no idea Earland had discovered an interest in women. He has always been so focused on gaining strength and exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range. This is a great occasion. We should have him come over and celebrate. Don’t you three think so?”

      Empress Hilda turned to her husbands, who suddenly paled when she trapped them with her gaze.

      “Yeah… er, um, it’s great news,” Dante said with a look that told me he would have rather been anywhere but there.

      “It is indeed a grand occasion.” Rainer nodded several times, his head bobbing up and down as though it was filled with helium instead of brains.

      “I am… very proud of him,” Valence said, and that seemed to be the extent of his speaking ability.

      Empress Hilda clapped her hands. “In that case, since all of you are so proud of him, I believe it’s about time we invited this woman he is courting to dine with us.”

      Everyone except Lin, who seemed completely oblivious to the palpable aura of DOOM hovering around Empress Hilda, shuddered.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what the empress was thinking. To be honest, Earland courting a Beastmen girl didn’t seem like that big of a deal to me… but maybe it wasn’t so much who he was courting as the fact that he was courting someone. Perhaps the cause for Empress Hilda’s anger stemmed from the fact that he was courting someone and hadn’t told her. That seemed much more likely to me.

      “In any case, please continue with your report,” Empress Hilda said to Lin, who nodded and resumed telling them about how the refugees were adjusting.

      Many of the humans who had been kidnapped were returned to their families. Of course, a few of these humans never had families, and some of them had returned to discover that their families had been killed during the Demon Beast Attack over one year ago. There had been 156 humans kidnapped. About 120 of them had families.

      Over half of the humans had joined the Nevarian Braves; it turned out many of them were Spiritualists who had been kidnapped while traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. The ones who hadn’t joined my sect were just normal humans that had been unlucky enough to have been captured with an entire group of people—which actually reminded me that the number of people who had been kidnapped originally numbered in the thousands. The people we brought back were those who survived the harsh living conditions as the Sekbeists’ slaves.

      “This princess has mentioned before that the ones who are fitting in the best are the Dweorgs,” Lin said as she rubbed her chin. “All of them are highly skilled craftsmen and blacksmiths. Some of them are also architects. Thanks to their help, the watchtowers have all been completed and fortified to be even stronger than before. Many of the Dweorgs have also begun opening their own forges and are creating weapons that put anything humans can make to shame. Sterk, their leader, has also agreed to become our personal smith.”

      “I am certainly aware of the contributions the Dweorgs have made,” Empress Hilda said, nodding several times. “Their incredible talent at crafting is unparalleled.” She paused to look at me. “I don’t suppose you could convince them to forge some armor for myself and my family?”

      As Empress Hilda spoke, I glanced at Siv taking several sips of her tea, but she grimaced every time. I guessed her tongue was also too sensitive for hotter drinks. Cold-blooded creatures like Drakvar and Lamia had different senses than humans. Their tongues were sensitive to changes in temperature because of some organs they had that we didn’t.

      I reached over, grabbed her teacup from her hands, and set it next to mine. Siv frowned at me, but I added one sugar cube and a little bit of cream. Ethereal green light emitted from my hand as I used the wind element to cool the tea. I stirred the sugar and cream, using it to mask what I was doing, then handed it back to Siv. The Drakvarian girl took another tentative sip. Her eyes lit up before she took a longer sip.

      I smiled and turned to Empress Hilda, who was studying me with those observant eyes of hers. She had probably seen what I was doing despite trying to hide it.

      “I don’t see why not.” I shrugged. “I’ll put in a request for him to make armor for you, Dante, Rainer, and Valence.” An amused smile crossed my face when I saw Empress Hilda furrow her brows. “I’d also request some for your sons, but Sterk has already forged armor for them.”

      “So I see.” Empress Hilda sighed and leaned back in her chair. “I’m pleased to hear that you’ve been thinking of my children. In either event, now that I know how the refugees are fitting in, I believe it’s time we spoke of the main topic I wished to discuss with you: The upcoming wedding between you, Kari, Fay, Lin, and I assume Siv as well.”

      Empress Hilda’s words caused me to freeze. I looked over at Kari, Fay, and Lin to see that all of them looked exactly as I felt. Their eyes had grown wide in shock. The only one who didn’t seem shocked was Siv, but I assumed she also didn’t know what marriage was.

      Empress Hilda stared at the five of us with a frown. “Don’t tell me you all forgot? I announced it last year during Kari’s birthday, didn’t I? When she and Fay graduate from the Spiritualist Academy, we will host a grand wedding between the four—my apologies—between the five of you.” She glanced over at Siv, whose cheeks suddenly became stained red when Empress Hilda included her. “Of course, I’m also not going to neglect your other lover just because she wasn’t present at the time.”

      “It’s not that we’ve forgotten,” I said carefully. “I remember very clearly. It is just that… well, so much has happened… and I guess you could say time flies? Or something like that.”

      Kari, Fay, and Lin nodded to agree with me. They seemed to understand exactly how I felt. So much had been happening that none of us had ever considered how much time was passing.

      Come to think of it, I would be turning nineteen soon, wouldn’t I? Well, I thought I would be turning nineteen. It was very hard to know how old I was when nobody knew when I had been born.

      Empress Hilda gave the five of us a deadpan stare for several seconds, then sighed and shook her head.

      “In either event, while we haven’t scheduled a date for your wedding ceremony, it will be taking place within the next two months. This is going to be a huge ceremony. Everyone will be invited to attend. The venue will obviously be the Colosseum because of its size. Of course, even the Colosseum can only hold so many people, which is why we’re planning to have a parade so others can ‘see you’ during the wedding.”

      “Uh...”

      I glanced at the four women sitting by my side. All of them looked equally stunned by this news. Fay’s face had grown pale, Kari looked tense, Lin’s tail was thumping against the floor, and Siv’s slowly widening eyes were dawning with comprehension. It was clear to me that none of us wanted a huge wedding like this.

      Unfortunately, Empress Hilda’s word was law.

      “This also means the five of you will need to attend lessons here every two days for the next two months while we plan the ceremony,” she continued.

      “Lessons?” Lin asked, looking even more confused than I felt.

      “Do we have to?” asked Kari with a groan.

      “Yes, lessons. And of course, you do.” Empress Hilda smiled. “This wedding is going to be witnessed by everyone. You five will need to know how to act during the ceremony, what’s to be expected of you, and what you can expect from others. Did you really think I would let you all get married without properly preparing for it first?”

      Under the empress’s glorious smile, the five of us could only gulp.
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      Marriage. The word rang in my head even hours after our meeting with Empress Hilda had ended, even after we got back to the Nevarian Braves Headquarters.

      I knew I was going to marry Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv eventually. Not only did I know that, but I was honestly looking forward to it. The idea of marrying them caused a pleasant warmth to encompass my chest. It wasn’t that I was in any way repulsed by the idea, but more that I was shocked by how much time had passed. It felt like hardly any time had gone by since I was first thrown back in time after losing to the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      The evening sun streamed in through the window of my bedroom. I was alone right now. The girls were all doing their own thing. Last I’d seen of them, Kari had gone off to speak more with Sterk, Fay had been curled up by the couch with a book on alchemy, Siv had been sitting with her, and Lin was meeting with the leader of the Lamia. What was his name again? Meld? I was sure it was something like that.

      I honestly should have been doing my own work, but I had decided that, for once, I was going to be a bit negligent. Lying on the bed, I thought about a marriage with Kari and the others.

      Kari and I had never married in our previous life. We never had our own ceremony. I didn’t think we needed to. It wasn’t like ingesting each other’s blood would make us any closer than we already were… those had been my thoughts, but now I was beginning to think my previously held belief had been naïve. Not only was the wedding ceremony an act that symbolized our desire to stay by each other’s side, it would also increase our power. I was certain she and I would gain the ability to use each other’s elements.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Sitting up in bed, I glanced over toward the door before climbing off the bed. I wasn’t wearing a shirt right now. The evening air felt nice against my warm skin, serving to cool me off. Stopping in front of the door, I opened it and looked at whoever was on the other side.

      “Fay,” I said, blinking. “Did you need something?”

      Her cheeks red, Fay looked away as she placed her hands behind her back. “I, uh, do you mind if I… come in?”

      “Not at all.” I smiled, opened the door wider, and stepped aside. “This is your bedroom too, you know.”

      “R-right.”

      Fay stepped inside. I closed the door behind her as she walked further into the room, then turned to look at the girl who was looking anywhere but at me. Her mannerisms gave me a sense of déjà vu.

      If I didn’t include Siv, then out of all the women I was engaged to, Fay was easily the one who got embarrassed the most and had the most trouble coming to me when she wanted something. Even now, after having grown so much, she found it difficult to be upfront. That was just how she was. I had accepted it, and I thought it was honestly quite cute.

      It was almost funny. I remember a time back when she and I first met and Fay had pursued me even after I told her I was in love with Kari. She had seemed so confident at first, but numerous failures and her battle with Catalyna had shattered her confidence, or rather, it had caused her to revert back into the unconfident girl she had been before.

      I didn’t think her confidence was a problem now. She seemed to have bounced back and then some. However, I knew she always had those slight worries about whether or not she was good enough to be with me.

      Personally, I worried about whether or not I was good enough for her.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” I suggested as I placed a hand on Fay’s lower back and guided her toward the loveseat over by the window.

      “Thank you.”

      As we sat down, the rays from the setting sun struck Fay’s hair, causing her red locks to look more than ever like they were ardent flames trailing down her head. Each strand scintillated in the light. It left me breathless.

      I reached out and took a strand of her hair between my fingers, twirling it around. Her hair was soft and carried a floral scent. Fay’s cheeks lit up, but she didn’t stop me as I played with her hair.

      “Did you want to talk to me about something?” I asked.

      Fay nodded and, not looking at me, said, “I was thinking about… our marriage.”

      “It’s pretty surreal, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Yes. I never imagined I would get married. It seems almost like a dream.” Fay nodded and smiled a little.

      “Are you worried?” I asked.

      “No… not really.” Fay shook her head, causing her hair to twirl around her face. Some of it got into her eyes, so I reached out and gently brushed back each strand. “Though I do admit, I’m a little uncertain.” I had a feeling I knew what she was uncertain about, but I felt like she needed to say it herself. “You’re about to marry me and three other women, and I… I guess you could say I’m wondering if I’ll be able to measure up.”

      I knew it.

      Fay generally acted with confidence, but at heart, she was uncertain and worried. I wouldn’t say her confidence was a facade. It was more like she simply had two sides of her that often clashed, creating a contradictory personality. There were also some things she worried about more than others. Our relationship being one of them.

      When someone had something they loved, something they cherished, they feared having it taken from them. Some, like me and Kari, would clench our teeth, grab what we loved with both hands, and refuse to let go. Others, like Fay, would be stricken with anxiety and doubt.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.” I touched her cheek and turned her head so she was looking at me instead of the floor. Her vibrant green eyes stared into mine as I grinned at her. “The other girls are amazing, and I love them, but there is only one Fay, and no one can replace her in my heart.”

      Fay’s lips trembled at my words, her eyes growing a little wet. She seemed more emotional than I felt my words warranted, but I wasn’t about to say something insensitive. Cupping her face, I brushed away her tears with my thumbs, leaned down, and placed a gentle kiss upon her lips.

      I loved Fay’s lips. They were warm, soft, and had this pouty quality that gave Fay a naturally seductive appearance that complemented her alluringly narrowed eyes. They were also very kissable. My favorite action was taking her lower lip between my teeth and gently nibbling on it.

      Fay never complained.

      Several soft moans emerged from Fay’s mouth as we kissed. She reached up and placed her hands on my chest, running them over my torso as though she was trying to make a map of my body. Leaning forward even more, she tilted her head and opened her mouth, allowing me to insert my tongue and explore her depths.

      As our tongues entwined, Fay slowly drew her hands down, going across my stomach before reaching my briefs. She fiddled with the drawstrings for a little bit, then placed her hands over my crotch. I groaned into her mouth as my cock stiffened under her touch. It felt like all the blood was rushing from my head and toward my nethers. Fay continued stroking me from outside of my briefs.

      “Eryk,” she suddenly breathed out my name in a nasal gasp as she pulled back. “I… I want to touch it, um, directly.”

      “In that case, let me get these off.” I stood up, undid the drawstrings for my briefs, and let them slide down my legs. My dick sprang free, already fully erect. I was about to sit back down when I realized something and stared at Fay. “You’re fully dressed. I’m not sure it’s fair for me to be naked and you clothed. Why don’t we remove those for you?”

      Fay didn’t say anything, though the heat on her cheeks grew as she stood up. At the moment, she was wearing a very simple green tunic and pants. She reached down and slid the pants off her hips, letting them glide down her amazing legs and pool around her bare feet. After stepping out of them, she removed her tunic and dropped it to the floor. Now she was in nothing but a thong, held together by tied strings, and breast bindings.

      Fay was an alluring woman. Her body was a work of art. Her large chest was complemented by a narrow waist and wide hips. Skin so unblemished it was like freshly fallen snow covering a mountaintop glowing in the light of the dying sun.

      I closed the distance and began kissing her again. As I did, I reached out and undid one of the knots on her underwear, pulling away the fabric and leaving her exposed. Unlike Kari, who preferred being clean-shaven, Fay had a very small thatch of red hair just above her crotch. I thought about also removing her breast bindings, but I decided to leave those on for now.

      We sat back down on the couch, never once removing our lips from each other. While the kiss continued, Fay reached out again and wrapped her fingers around me. Despite how often she trained, her hands were smoother than the finest silk and ten times softer—a result of her body having undergone refinement with Body Forging Pills and the life elixir pool. She moved her hands along my shaft, then played with my head, causing my cock to twitch in her grasp.

      In response to her actions, I slid my hand between her thighs and cupped her warm vagina. She was already a little wet. I rubbed my fingers between her lips, enjoying the sensation of petting her.

      Fay’s breathing grew heavy. She spread her legs wider. I don’t think she did it on purpose, and that just made it sexier to me.

      I pushed my fingers inside of her. The warmth of her walls engulfed my digits. As my index and middle fingers became coated in her juices, Fay moaned into my mouth and kissed me harder.

      The temperature felt like it was rising in the room. Fay’s scent and the sounds she released addled my mind and made me want more. Perhaps that was why I moved away from her lips and began nibbling on her ear. With my mouth no longer hampering hers, Fay’s cries resounded in my ears.

      Her thighs began trembling as heat emitted from her sodden entrance. The juices flowing from her wet pussy got my hand wet and soaked into the sofa. I worked her clit from underneath its hood and began rubbing it with my thumb, even as I continued to pump my fingers inside of her.

      “E-Eryk!” Fay cried. “It’s—hyk! It’s coming! I-I’m—Ahn!”

      “I’m… I’m about… haaah… ready to cum too!”

      My balls had already been swelling. I could feel an intense pressure building inside of them as Fay used one hand to stroke me while the other reached down to fondle my ball sack. The incredible sensation from her soft fingers was impossible to resist, and it wasn’t long before my thighs and butt muscles tightened as I exploded against her hand. At the same time, Fay’s twitching pussy suddenly released a flood of juices that drenched my hand, her thighs, and the sofa.

      We leaned against each other and breathed heavily after our mutual orgasm. Fay’s body had a lightly florescent scent that I found extremely pleasant, causing me to take several deep breaths as I pressed my nose into her hair.

      My dick twitched.

      “You smell good.”

      “Th-thank you?”

      Fay’s uncertain response made my lips twitch a little. I leaned back and looked at the redhead, who only stared at me for a moment before looking down at her hand, which was covered in my spunk. She paused for a moment, then lifted her hand to her mouth and began licking it off. If I hadn’t already been rock hard, seeing her lick my cum off her hand would have done it.

      “It’s a little… saltier than normal,” she admitted after she finished sucking her fingers clean. I wondered if she knew how erotic that was. “I wonder if it’s because we changed our diet while traveling through the Demon Beast Mountain Range?”

      “Possibly,” I admitted before placing my hand on her shoulders and pushing her down until she was lying on her back. “Do you mind if we do it right here?”

      Despite what we had just done, Fay still blushed when I asked her to have sex with me on the sofa. However, she gave me a nod of assent, which was about all she seemed capable of doing.

      I grabbed her left leg and raised it until the heel of her foot rested against my shoulder. Cute little toes wiggled as I lined myself up with her entrance and inserted the tip. The way her lips spread apart made my throat go dry. I wasn’t sure what was so appealing about the sight, but watching my length disappear inside of Fay aroused me.

      She and I groaned as I slowly pushed my way inside of her. The warmth, wetness, and tightness of her cunt as her walls conformed around me made me almost cum, but I held myself back and began working a steady pace. I moved my hips rhythmically. The sound of my balls slapping her ass was accompanied by Fay’s pants and moans.

      “Haaaaah… ahn… E-Eryk… hyk… you can… go a little faster.”

      “Right… here I go.”

      At Fay’s suggestion, I increased the speed of my thrusts, until a loud slapping sound echoed around the room. I couldn’t see my cock as I thrust it inside of Fay from this position, not unless I tilted my head, but I was more focused on Fay’s face. Her eyes had clenched shut, her breathing had grown heavy, and sweat trailed down her skin as she moaned and cried out.

      Her face looked rapturous.

      I wanted to see that face covered in sweat.

      A bright light glowed from behind Fay’s breast bindings. I wished I could undo those bandages so I could fondle her tits, but I had one hand holding up her leg while I was using the other to support myself. Still, her foot was right in my face, and I was sure I could do something there. I started off by kissing her ankle, then worked my way up until I was licking the sole of her foot.

      “Ah! W-wait, Eryk! I haven’t—hyk!—I haven’t had a chance to—ahn! Aaaaah!”

      Fay threw her head back and released a scream, her pussy tightening around my cock as I sucked one of her toes into my mouth and twirled my tongue around it. I felt her pussy twitching against me and would have grinned if I could.

      Feet contained a high concentration of nerve endings, with as many as 200,000 per sole, which made them very sensitive. They needed to have these nerve endings to help people maintain their balance. We would be falling all over the place if we didn’t have them. Because of how sensitive they were to touch, some people were incredibly ticklish there, while some people’s feet were erogenous zones.

      Fay’s were very erogenous.

      As I played with her foot, Fay reached up and tore off her breast bindings. This allowed her large chest to spring free and begin bouncing as I continued thrusting my hips. The way they jiggled was enticing enough to make me stop what I was doing.

      Her breasts were incredible. They were akin to works of art. I loved their shape and size, but I also loved how her nipples were inverted. Seeing them hiding within those folds of skin made me want to use my mouth to coax them out. Her chest was currently covered in sweat as they bounced up and down. I watched one droplet trail across her left tit before being flung away by a particularly strong thrust of my hips.

      “Haaah! Haaanh! Hnn! Hrrn! Ahn!”

      While I wanted to play with them, and I knew her nipples were even more sensitive than her feet, I decided not to for now. I continued to thrust my hips as I spread her toes apart and stuck my tongue between them. Her feet were salty. Fay’s back arched and her hips jerked as she ground her pelvis against me. She reached up and cupped her own breasts, fondling them as I kept my current pace and actions.

      Our ending came soon. My balls became incredibly tight once more before I released my seed inside of her. It mixed with Fay’s love juices and flowed around my cock. As I pulled out, the white cream I’d shot into her also flowed out. Seeing her pussy filled with my seed aroused me so much that despite having cum twice, I was still hard.

      “Eryk… s-sit down… haaah… please,” Fay requested as she regained her breath and sat up.

      I did as she asked, wondering what she was planning. The moment my butt sank into the sofa, Fay sat up and swung her left leg over my lap until she was straddling my waist. Her pussy lips, plump from arousal and covered in a combination of our juices, rubbed against the underside of my erection as she trapped it between herself and me. The tip of my head poked against her stomach.

      Now face to face, Fay’s vibrant and beautiful eyes gazed into mine as she smiled at me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and rocked her hips. I nearly came again.

      “I love you so, so much, Eryk,” she said. “Thank you for being with me, for accepting me.”

      I didn’t see why Fay felt the need to thank me for something like that, but I knew better than to say something so callous out loud. She was expressing her heartfelt feelings. All I could do was accept them.

      I placed my hands on her hips and helped Fay line herself up with my dick again. She teased my head by rubbing her entrance against it without letting me insert it. Some of the juices leaking from her pussy flowed around my cock, dripping down my shaft and causing it to break out in goosebumps.

      “I love you too, Fay. I always will. Thank you for loving me.”

      Fay’s smile became so wide and genuine that I almost lost it. But then she pushed herself down, taking in my dick once more, and leaned forward to kiss me.

      Her kiss was hard this time. Passionate. I nearly lost control as she pushed her tongue into my mouth, filling it with her saliva and sending arcs of electric pleasure racing through my body. I accepted her, sliding my tongue against hers and creating a wonderful friction that complemented the feeling of her pussy tightly clenching my dick as she rocked her hips.

      Chest to chest, mouth to mouth, groin to groin, the two of us became completely lost within each other. Fay’s scent, the way her hair tickled my nose, the feeling of her pussy rubbing my dick in all the right ways, the way her inverted nipples peeked out and stiffened from the ceaseless friction of our bodies grinding together all combined to create an intense sensation that I was unable to resist.

      Fay soon locked her legs around my waist as our actions continued. Her stomach twitched as she ground her hips into mine. The moisture from her sweat mixed with mine, creating a lubricant that helped our bodies slide against each other more easily.

      “Ah! Hnnn! Haaa! Ah! Ahn! Aaaahn!”

      Fay’s lyrical moans were muffled by our kiss. I wanted to let her release those sounds, but she was holding fast, her lips locked against mine as though she were seeking to suck my soul from my body.

      Since this was what she wanted, I didn’t resist.

      As Fay began screaming louder, I noticed how the small section between her breasts had lit up. I saw brightly glowing runes etching themselves onto her chest. They would fade once we finished, and I had more important things to think about right now, so I paid them no mind.

      As I felt my end approaching, Fay retracted her tongue. I thought she was going to pull back, but then I felt her teeth around my lower lip, and I nearly yelped when she bit me. Her teeth broke the skin. Fresh blood was drawn. At the same time, I orgasmed inside of her once more. It looked like Fay hadn’t cum, so I reached down and pinched her clit between my thumb and index finger, which resulted in Fay screaming out loud, her back arching as the walls of her pussy erratically pulsated around me.

      I pulled Fay into my chest before she could fall off the couch. Her heavy breathing hit my hot skin as we sat there, my now flaccid dick still buried up to the hilt inside of her. I pressed my face into her hair and rubbed her sweaty back, even as I used the water element to heal the bite wound on my lip.

      I didn’t say anything about what she just did.

      A part of me understood.

      A glance out the window revealed that night had fallen upon us, making me wonder how long we had been having sex. I glanced down at the red hair curtaining Fay’s face. I couldn’t see what expression she was making as she rested her cheek against my chest.

      “Fay, shall we get to bed?”

      “…”

      When I received no response, I paused, then realized from how deep her breathing had become that Fay had fallen asleep.

      “Haaaah. I don’t know why I’m so surprised. This happens often.”

      I shifted on the sofa, pulling my dick free from Fay’s vagina with a wet pop. Ignoring the way my seed spilled from her engorged pussy, I lifted her into a bridal carry and walked over to the bed. I used my feet to pull back the covers. Climbing in, I set Fay down on one side, pulled the covers over us, and laid down myself.

      She must have sensed my presence, or maybe this was an unconscious gesture, because Fay turned around and scooted backwards until her backside was pressing against me. I turned over and wrapped an arm around her waist. Pulling her close, I buried my face into her hair, closed my eyes, and allowed myself to fall asleep.
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            Fay’s Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t just the small town I first arrived in that had been destroyed. When I reached Vahn, it was to discover that the entire city was in ruins. Buildings had been half-reduced to rubble and decaying corpses littered the streets. Unlike the small village I had come from, Sekbeists had overrun the city once again.

      Using the Fourth State of Spiritualism for the lightning and water elements, I decimated the Sekbeists within the city. Tidal waves crushed numerous bodies. Bolts of lightning rained down from the sky. On the ground, I wielded a sword of lightning in one hand and water in the other, cutting through the Sekbeist forces arrayed against me.

      Elites were no match for me anymore. Even the Warlords and Beasts could not withstand the powers I now wielded. All of them fell as blades of water flew all around me, as lightning burst from my fingertips, and as my swords sliced through them like a scythe cutting down wheat. It did not take long before the ground became stained red, before the scent of blood filled the air and my vision.

      While I was mopping up the remaining forces, a loud screech made me look into the sky. Soaring high above the clouds was a giant bird. It was an avian of such immense size that even an adult Dragon paled in comparison. Because it was so high up, all I could see was a brilliant luminescence, like this bird was being haloed with pure light.

      Something about this creature made the hairs on my neck stand up.

      I ducked into a half-destroyed building and withdrew all of my Spiritual Power. The bird screeched again. I placed my hands on the ground, fingers touching the dirty surface. There was a chalk-like dust covering the floor, which drifted through the air after I moved and nearly made me sneeze.

      While hunkered down, I peered out from behind the remaining bits of wall and watched as the strange bird soared through the air. What kind of creature was this? A Demon Beast? Did Demon Beasts get to be that size?

      For a moment, I considered using Spiritual Perception to estimate how strong it was, but something held me back. I somehow recognized that this bird was powerful. It would probably sense me if I were to reach out with my Spiritual Power. That was something I believed I should avoid… at least for now.

      The bird eventually released one last screech before disappearing in a burst of light. Even after it left, I remained hidden for a time, waiting to make sure it wouldn’t come back before leaving the cover of the building and making my way outside of Vahn.

      I headed to Midgard. When I was last living in the Northern Plains, Midgard had been the bastion of humanity, a massive city with powerful walls that could even withstand a siege from an army of Sekbeists. If I could get information on what had been happening in the Northern Plains, I believed it would be there.

      And yet all I found in Midgard when I arrived two months later was carnage.

      “What… what the… how?”

      Speaking to myself, I tried and failed to find the words to express my shock as I stared at the ruined gates of Midgard. It looked like they had been hit by a meteor shower. Some parts had crumbled, others had holes in them, and there were areas where absolutely nothing existed, as if the walls had just been erased.

      Closing my eyes, I tried not to think about what this meant. My heart thundered in my chest. I ignored that too. Taking a deep breath, I tried to settle my nerves, opened my eyes a second later, and walked through the gate.

      It wasn’t just the rampart that had been destroyed. Everything had been annihilated. There was nothing left. Nothing but a desolate landscape like something out of a nightmare.

      I glanced at a building to my left. I couldn’t remember what this building used to be, and looking at it now, I knew I would never be able to figure it out. The front wall had crumbled. The roof was gone. It looked like something had struck the inside and exploded outward. Only two of the four walls that kept it standing remained. Black char covered the inside as if whatever struck it had reduced everything in the building to ash.

      Everywhere I looked, I saw the same thing, buildings in ruin, chunks of earth gouged out of the ground. At one point, I turned a corner and found myself standing before a chasm so deep I couldn’t even see the bottom. It looked like something had torn the earth asunder.

      Feeling a sudden sense of urgency, I ran toward where the towers had once been. I hadn’t seen them in the distance, which struck me as odd, but when I got there, I discovered why.

      The towers had been destroyed—no, not destroyed. Wiped out. There was nothing left of the seven towers that once belonged to the Six Great Sects and the Midgard Spiritual Knights. All that remained was a giant crater.

      What had happened here?

      The thought flew through my mind before hundreds of other questions filled me. What was going on? How had Midgard fallen? Where was everyone? Were they all dead? Erica? Tungsten? What happened to them? I wanted to know, but I knew that finding the answers in this place would be impossible.

      I pressed a hand to my face, feeling the cold sweat forming on my brow, and wondered what I should do now. Where should I go? Was there anywhere I could go?

      As these thoughts filled me, I let my feet take me wherever they willed. It wasn’t like any destination I took mattered anymore. I walked through the destroyed streets, searched the ruined buildings, and tried to see if there were any signs of life. Except there weren’t. Nothing seemed to remain in this empty, burnt-out husk of a city.

      And yet, while I was walking through what had once been an alley, a loud snapping sound suddenly alerted me to the fact that I wasn’t alone. I spun around, lightning in one hand and water in the other, prepared to demolish whoever or whatever was coming my way. It wasn’t until I saw who stood before me that I stopped and stared.

      A group of people had walked into the narrow alley with me. All of them were covered in dented but sturdy armor with runes inscribed into them. Their weapons were likewise inscribed with runes. I could tell their armor and weapons were definitely Dweorg-made, but it looked like even Dweorg creations had been unable to withstand the rigors of whatever battles they had fought.

      However, it wasn’t these people and their weapons that truly caught my attention.

      It was the woman leading them.

      Even after all this time, this woman’s enchanting face had a youthfulness that made her seem far younger than she really was. That said, there was a haggardness to her features now that hadn’t been present when last we met. Bags and stress lines appeared around her eyes. Several scars lined her face. Hair like raven’s feathers had been cut short, no longer spilling past her shoulders like a beautiful waterfall. Her hardened purple eyes were currently wide in surprise.

      “Eryk?” the woman asked, a tremor in her voice.

      She stepped forward, the pauldron on her left shoulder clicking against her breastplate. Her pleated metal skirt also clicked together, metal on metal creating a soft dinging sound that echoed around me.

      Like the others, her armor was dented and covered in scratches. However, on her, it still looked good. Her bare stomach was covered in scars that crisscrossed against her skin. I also noticed with some shock that she was missing her left arm.

      As I stared at the woman, a single word, a name, came to mind. I spoke without thinking.

      “Erica…”
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      I woke up expecting to feel a warm body snuggled in my arms, but instead all I felt was an empty embrace. Opening my eyes, I gazed at the ceiling for a moment, then lifted my head and looked around. It took me several seconds, but I eventually found the person I was looking for.

      Fay stood near a window, light dancing off her messy hair and creating varying shades of red. She stared through it. I could tell she wasn’t looking at the view, however.

      I wasn’t sure how long she had been awake. Saying that, it was clear she hadn’t done anything to get ready for the day. A simple sheer robe covered her body, visible through the thin fabric. Her perky sideboob peeked out at me, but the woman herself appeared to be lost in thought. She had reached up and was rubbing a spot on her chest.

      With a soft groan, I sat up in the bed, which caused Fay to turn in my direction. Black runes stood out starkly on the white skin of her bosoms. She smiled at me, but it seemed distant.

      “Morning, Fay.”

      “Good morning, Eryk.”

      As Fay turned to look back out the window, I stood up and, heedless of my own nudity, moved to stand beside her.

      Outside the window, I could see Nevaria. This window gave us a view of one of the larger streets—not one of the four main roads, but still a major one filled with people. While I couldn’t tell what time it was, I could figure out from how crowded the streets were that it was probably close to noon.

      “Are you okay?” I finally asked. “You seem distracted.”

      “I guess I am a little distracted,” Fay admitted.

      “Because your memories have returned?” I asked. When Fay’s shoulders stiffened, I laughed. “You didn’t think I wouldn’t notice you biting my lip so hard it bled, did you? You did that on purpose.”

      I looked back out the window. My words weren’t an accusation. Just a simple fact. Had she told me what she wanted, I wouldn’t have argued with her anyway. It was my belief that these women deserved to have the memories of their previous life returned to them, but I also knew they might not want that, which was why I never said anything.

      “I… wanted to remember who I was,” Fay admitted. She reached up again and traced her fingers along the runes. They were the same runes that Siv and Lin had. Everything about them was identical. “I’ve been thinking about this ever since you told us about how you were thrown back in time. All this time, I haven’t been able to help you like Kari or even Lin has. Kari’s cunning, intelligence, and ability to learn are unparalleled. She’s able to create such extraordinary devices like those storage rings, and she even reached the Third State of Spiritualism without the need to consume alchemy pills. Lin might not have Kari’s smarts, but she’s a hard worker and has learned how to help you manage the Nevarian Braves. Meanwhile, I haven’t really been able to do anything like that. I haven’t contributed to this family in any meaningful way.”

      There were so many things I could have said to her. I could have told her that she didn’t need to worry about something like that, that I loved her regardless of whether or not she had anything to contribute to our family, or that she did contribute her strength to us… but I didn’t. Empty reassurances and platitudes wouldn’t help right now. Fay was stubborn. She would believe her own feelings no matter what I told her.

      So instead of offering meaningless platitudes, I reached out, grabbed her hand, and pulled her over to the couch. As we sat down, I turned to face her. I was mindful of the fact that I was still naked. However, Fay had already seen everything I had to offer so many times it didn’t bother me, and it didn’t seem to make her embarrassed anymore either.

      Interesting. Is this a result of her memories returning?

      “So you thought if you could remember your past, you would be able to contribute more to our family?” I asked for clarification.

      “Yes.” Fay nodded.

      “And now that you have your memories back, do you still feel that way?”

      “I do.” This time, Fay’s lips turned into a small but wonderful smile. “I’ve been thinking about how we worked together during our recent trip to the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I was somehow able to help you refine alchemy pills despite having never done so before. It gave me this idea, this thought. What if, in my previous life, I had learned alchemy? If I could learn what my previous self knew, then maybe I could help you by becoming your personal alchemist.”

      Nodding along, I could easily follow where her thoughts were going, and I couldn’t find myself disagreeing with them. Having another alchemist would be an incredible boon, especially if she was just as or even more talented than myself.

      “In that case, should I leave you in charge of our alchemical affairs from now on?” I asked.

      “Please do.” Fay nodded as a resolute expression crossed her face. “Let me handle anything related to alchemy from now on. I promise not to let you down.”

      Smiling as I placed my hand against her cheek, I caressed her soft skin and said, “All right. I’ll let you deal with the alchemy side of things. This will also mean dealing with the Alchemist Association since we have a partnership with them. I’ll help you learn the details of what our partnership entails and let you deal with them from now on. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds fine.” Fay placed her hand over mine and brought my palm to her lips. She kissed it once, then twice, before bringing it back to her cheek and nuzzling her face into it. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Our conversation seemed mostly over, so the two of us soon stood up and got dressed. I donned something simple since I would have to take a shower. The black pants and white collared shirt were made of a soft silk. After getting changed, I glanced at Fay as she opened the windows to air out the room, which still reeked of sex, then turned toward me.

      “You know, there is something that I have always wanted to tell you,” I said, my voice now soft.

      “What is it?” asked Fay.

      “I… I just wanted you to know that I kept the promise I made to you back then,” I said, swallowing. My throat felt thick, like something was constricting it. “I killed all the Demon Beasts, buried you underneath the Astralia Royal Palace’s mountain, and never looked underneath your cloak.”

      Fay’s smile was heart-meltingly soft. “I knew you would. Thank you.”

      She walked over, placed her hands on my shoulder, and leaned up to plant a soft kiss on my lips. It was nothing more than a simple peck, but I thought I could feel her emotions and love pouring into me through our contact. She pulled back before our kiss could become anything more. Walking backward several steps, her smile remained in place as she clasped her hands behind her back.

      “By the way,” she began, “I still believe what I said back then. The reason I didn’t die back then was so I could meet you and help you fulfill your goals. Even now, I still believe that.”

      With those words, Fay turned toward the door and walked out. I stared after her for a moment, then closed my eyes as a very small smile tugged at my lips.

      “Yeah, I figured you would,” I said to no one in particular.
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      Because our training for the wedding had begun now, Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and I were escorted all the way to the Imperial Royal Palace. Garrett, the Astralia Royal Family’s butler, escorted the five of us into a small study after we arrived. Of course, I called it small, but that was only in comparison to the rest of the mansion.

      Rainer was waiting for us when we arrived. The man was dressed in simple brown slacks and a button-up shirt with ruffled sleeves. As we entered the room, he smiled at us and gestured to the comfy armchairs.

      “Have a seat, please.”

      We didn’t hesitate to sit down. As my butt sank into the soft pillow of the chair, I glanced around the room, which was covered from wall to wall with bookshelves. It looked like this place was a miniature library, except the bookshelves did not contain many books. Instead, they contained numerous large jars. Inside each jar was a model of some sort. The models were of everything from carriages to buildings, and they were all made from what appeared to be small pieces of painted wood that had been meticulously pieced together.

      I heard from Kari that Rainer enjoyed creating models like this and that he built them inside glass jars. This must have been the room where he kept his collection. I was impressed by the artistry and detail of each model, which must have taken many months to create.

      “I’m surprised Mother isn’t here,” Kari said after a moment. “I assumed she would be eager to lecture us about the wedding.”

      “She wanted to be the one who taught you, but she’s currently busy actually preparing the wedding itself,” Rainer admitted with a smile. “Thus, it has fallen onto me to teach you what you need to know.”

      “Um...” Siv suddenly raised her hand. She looked a tad nervous as she brought attention to herself, especially when Rainer trained his eyes on her. “I, uh, I still don’t really know what a wedding is. Can you explain it, please?”

      “The Drakvarian brings up a good point.” Lin crossed her arms. “This princess doesn’t understand why we need to hold such a grand ceremony, or even what this wedding ceremony thing is supposed to be for. This princess is already married to Darling.”

      “Maybe in the eyes of your people, but you’re not married in the eyes of Nevaria yet.” While Lin puffed out her cheeks at these words, Rainer gave them a patient smile and explained to them what he knew of the wedding ceremony and its purpose. “The concept of marriage is something we humans created long before the Great Catastrophe. At first, it was simply the act of socially recognizing the union between two or more spouses to establish the rights and obligations between those spouses. Sometime during or after the Great Catastrophe, though, it became a bit more complicated.”

      Rainer paused as if gathering his thoughts. He nodded to himself once or twice, then continued.

      “I’m not sure who came up with the idea, but the marriage ceremony eventually became a ritual in which two people would ingest each other’s blood, an act which symbolizes that these two people have become one and now share the same blood. It establishes a bond between two or more people… though most people who have multiple spouses only have one person who has ingested their blood. Those who do not are concubines. Your ritual will be a bit different. Even though Kari is being established as Eryk’s Primary Wife, the rest of you are going to hold the same status as her even if your titles within the hierarchy says otherwise.” He paused to glance at Lin. “This is mostly being done because at least one of you has already taken in his blood.”

      At those words, Fay and Siv tried not to squirm in their seats.

      Rainer’s words made me wonder why Kari and I never had a wedding in my previous life. Thinking about it, outside of the few people who knew us, I feel like everyone just assumed we had already held a ceremony. No one had really brought it up often enough that I considered it. What’s more, Kari and I were always so busy that I didn’t think the idea of getting married truly occurred to us.

      “Now, the ceremony itself will take place on the sixteenth day two months from now,” Rainer said. “Our plan is to have you all take part in a grand parade, which will begin at the foot of Imperial Mountain and travel down North Main. The parade will curve around Nevaria after reaching the north gate, travel through West and East Main, and then curve around again and travel down South Main, where it will end at the Colosseum, which is where the ceremony itself will be held.”

      It sounded like the parade alone was going to last for several hours. I imagine that meant we would be required to arrive here ridiculously early to get ready for the parade, which didn’t appeal to me at all, though I would put up with it. If it meant being married to the four beside me, I judged that putting up with something like this was worth it.

      When I looked at the girls, I saw that all of them had similar looks to my own. The reluctance in their eyes was clear as day. However, just like me, none of them said anything.

      Rainer smiled as though he knew what we were thinking and continued. “In regard to the ceremony itself, Hilda has decided to preside over it. Eryk, your job will mostly be to stand on the platform with her. You won’t have to do much until it’s time to recite your vows. We expect you to create a vow for each of these wonderful women you plan to marry.” As I gulped upon realizing I would be saying something really personal in front of hundreds of thousands of people, Rainer looked at the girls in my company. “Your jobs will be to walk down the aisle. Kari will be walked down the aisle by Valence, and Fay, your father will be walking you down the aisle.”

      Fay relaxed when she heard her father would be walking her down the aisle. Meanwhile, Lin began waving her hand.

      “What about this princess? Who is walking her down the aisle?”

      “That would be Dante,” Rainer said. “In most normal marriages, the person who is supposed to walk you down the aisle should be the same gender. If a man walks down the aisle, it is the father who walks with him. If a woman walks down the aisle, then her mother would walk with her. However, Fay’s mother is not with us and Kari’s mother is presiding over the ceremony. What’s more, neither you nor Siv has a mother here who can walk with you down the aisle. In light of these rather unique circumstances, we’ve decided that the men of this family will walk with you.”

      “Ooohhh…” Lin made an exclamation of understanding. “This princess understands now.”

      Rainer nodded. “Good. Now, as for what will happen after Eryk finishes reciting his vows…”
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      Days passed as we studied and practiced for the wedding ceremony. It wasn’t hard work, but it was a lot of work. We had foregone working on maintaining the guild in favor of this. I left Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel in charge of the guild while Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and I focused on learning the ins and outs of the wedding ceremony.

      I woke up one morning to the sound of retching. Startled, I sat up in bed, an arm falling off my chest and onto my lap. The person sleeping beside me—Kari—shifted her body when I changed position, but she didn’t wake up. Lin was also sleeping with me, but her face was nuzzling my crotch. My eye gained a slight tick when I saw this, especially when she mumbled something about sausages and nuzzled her nose against my now erect dick.

      Insatiable Lamia…

      More retching echoed from beyond the room. I slipped out of Kari’s and Lin’s grip, stepped out of the room, and entered the living room.

      Blinking several times as my eyes adjusted to the low light, I tried to locate the source of the sounds, and I eventually found it. It was Fay. She was on her hands and knees, on the floor. A bucket was underneath her as she threw up whatever remained of last night’s dinner, shoulders heaving, body shaking, and sweat running down her back, arms, and legs.

      She wasn’t alone. Siv was with her. The Drakvarian girl was keeping Fay’s hair out of her face as she vomited. Well, it seemed like there was nothing left in her stomach anymore, but Fay was still dry heaving. I also noticed there was some vomit on the floor. From that, I guessed she had tried to run to the bathroom, failed, threw up on the floor, and then Siv had come and grabbed a bucket for her.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, wandering over to the pair and kneeling beside them.

      I placed a hand on Fay’s back, gently rubbing her through her thin nightgown. Her clothes were damp with sweat.

      “I don’t know.” Siv shook her head, a worried frown causing the area around her scales to wrinkle. “I heard Fay retching and came out to find her like this. I-I don’t know what is wrong.”

      “Fay?” I asked.

      Fay’s hair swayed as she shook her head. “I’m… not sure either. I just… I woke up feeling really sick for some reason.”

      I frowned and wondered what was wrong with Fay who, up until now, had not displayed any signs of ever getting sick. Spiritualists rarely ever got sick to begin with. And the stronger a Spiritualist became, the more unlikely it was they would fall prey to illness. A Spiritualist who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism like Fay was almost guaranteed to never fall ill. That meant her problem wasn’t illness. It couldn’t be.

      As I racked my brain trying to figure all this out, something inside of my mind clicked, and I remembered what happened in my previous life when Kari had gotten sick.

      “Don’t tell me…” I muttered.

      “Eryk?” Fay asked when I trailed off.

      “Come on. Let’s get you to the couch. It’ll be easier to look at you over there.”

      I took Fay to the couch, Siv following behind us with a look of worry in her eyes, and set her down. Then I immediately placed a hand on her stomach. Not her head. Her stomach. Spiritual Power flowed through my hand and into her stomach as I used the water element and Spiritual Perception to scan her body. Going purely by memory, I looked through her body for that familiar foreign entity.

      And that was when I found it.

      I sighed.

      “Siv?” I looked at the Drakvarian girl. “Please, wake up Lin and Kari. I have something I need to tell everyone.”

      Siv didn’t say anything as she nodded, stood up, and raced into the bedroom. I told Fay to remain seated as I went over to the puddle of vomit and used the water element to clean it off. There was nothing I could do about the smell, sadly. We would have to get rid of it with scented soaps or a cleaning agent.

      Kari and Lin emerged from the bedroom with Siv several minutes later. They were obviously confused as they stared at us. Their noses also wrinkled when they passed the floor where Fay’s vomit had been. Fay’s cheeks flushed dark red, but I grabbed her hand and held it tight, rubbing her knuckles with my thumb.

      “What did you wake us up for?” Lin grumbled as she and Kari sat down on the couch opposite me and Fay. “This princess wanted to sleeeeeep for a few more hours at least.”

      As the Lamia yawned, stretching her arms high above her head, I could only release a weary sigh. The girl was naked as the day she had been born, her breasts and pussy on full display. The gravitas of the situation, though, kept me from truly enjoying the sight.

      “I’ve got some important news to tell everyone that can’t wait,” I said. Kari, Lin, Siv, and even Fay looked at me oddly, but I could only give them a brittle smile. “Fay wasn’t feeling very well this morning. It seems she was feeling nauseous.”

      “That is odd,” Kari muttered. “Spiritualists don’t get sick very often.”

      “She’s not sick.” At my words, Kari frowned, but then her eyes suddenly widened. The wry turn of my lips grew larger. “It seems you’ve already figured it out. She is pregnant.”

      “Huh?”

      “Wha—”

      “Wait! WHAT?!”

      Kari, Fay, and Lin all reacted at the same time. Only Siv did not say anything, but her eyes had gone wide as she stared at Fay.

      “This is… but how… how did this happen?” asked Kari.

      “You mean to tell me that Fay is bearing your child before this princess?!” Lin’s thought process was entirely different.

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” I looked at Lin with a deadpan stare, but she did not seem to be bothered by it. “I’m not sure how this happened.” I shrugged. “I’m positive all women know the Anti-Pregnancy Spiritual Technique that’s supposed to keep them safe during sex, but…”

      “Ah…” Fay suddenly mumbled. All of us turned to her.

      “What is it?” I asked as the redhead’s cheeks suddenly lit up like a bonfire.

      It was not Fay who answered, however, but Kari.

      “Ugh, I understand now. You don’t know the Anti-Pregnancy Technique.” I turned my attention toward the blonde beauty, whose eyes had widened with realization. “The Anti-Pregnancy Technique is one that is passed down from mother to daughter. Men don’t know it because they can’t use it. However, Fay’s mother passed away during childbirth, meaning there was no one who could teach it to her. I feel a little stupid for not realizing this sooner.”

      “So, that’s how it is.” Keeping calm, I let the feelings in my heart settle. “Well, there’s nothing we can do to change what happened. In light of that, I think we should discuss this and figure out how we’re going to handle Fay’s pregnancy.”

      There was a lot that went into childbirth, which I knew only because I was there for the entirety of Kari’s pregnancy—except toward the end when that blasted midwife kicked me out of the room during the actual birthing process itself. Even so, I was sure I could deal with this now. I had experience, so I knew what to expect. This wouldn’t be like last time.

      Kari nodded. “That’s a good idea. Pregnancies can be hard for Spiritualists. The vast majority of the Spiritual Power we have is drawn into our womb to nourish the child. Fay is going to be quite weak once she’s three months in. That will cut down our fighting power significantly for at least six months.”

      Pregnancies for Spiritualists were very different from that of normal people. Once Fay started showing, she would become a lot more vulnerable to diseases and other problems that our Spiritual Power normally protected us from. The stronger the Spiritualist, the harder it was on them, which was why many Spiritualists only gave birth a few times. Empress Hilda was something of an outlier for producing four children.

      We needed to plan now to avoid the worst-case scenario.

      “I’m sorry,” Fay murmured.

      A frown marred my face when I turned my head to look at the redhead, who appeared miserable with her shoulders hunched over and her body shaking.

      “Why are you sorry?” I asked.

      “Because I… I wasn’t careful enough. Now we have to deal with this on top of our wedding, and I…”

      “This is not something to be sorry about.” I moved off the couch and knelt in front of Fay. The space was cramped because of the coffee table at my back, but I remained there and placed my hands on her thighs, looking up at her with a smile. “I’m not upset. In fact, I’m actually really happy.”

      Fay’s eyes went wide. “Y-you are?”

      “Of course.” I removed my hands from her thighs, stood up, and cupped her face, running my thumbs over her cheeks. “I’m going to be a dad, and one of the women I love is giving birth to my child. How could I not be happy about that?”

      I stared into Fay’s eyes and tried to show her how happy I was at this news. It was true that this had come far earlier than I expected it to, but unlike the last time this happened to me, I wasn’t averse to having kids. I wanted children. I wanted to start a family with these amazing women. This wasn’t something to decry but to celebrate.

      “Eryk is right,” Kari said suddenly, a smile on her own face. She also looked genuinely overjoyed by the news. “This isn’t something to be unhappy over. It’s something to be overjoyed about. Unless you don’t want kids?”

      “I do,” Fay said. “It’s just… with everything that’s happening, and we’re so young too. Am I really ready for this?”

      “We are pretty young to be having kids,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck. “I didn’t have children in my last life until I was… what? Sixty? I was pretty old. In either case, I don’t think we’re unready. If nothing else, I know how to raise a child, so I can help out with that—and it’s not like we’re alone either. We also have Kari, Lin, and Siv to help out.”

      “That’s right. I almost forgot, but you had a child in your previous life,” Fay murmured. She was no doubt remembering the things I told her in our previous life. I had shared a lot of stories about my time in the Northern Plains with her, not this Fay, but the cloaked woman who rescued me.

      “I did.”

      “I see.”

      We discussed the matter a bit further and decided not to tell anyone else about this yet. It would come out eventually, but we wanted to wait until after the wedding, when things had calmed down. As we continued to talk, Fay became more comfortable with the idea, especially when Kari, who seemed to become the most excited out of everyone, began gushing about all the baby shopping they would do once the wedding was over.

      The only one who didn’t seem pleased was Lin. She huffed and crossed her arms as a petulant expression, like something a child would wear when she didn’t get her way, appeared on her face.

      “This princess wanted to be the first one to bear Darling’s children.”

      Her words caused everyone else to burst into laughter, but that just made her pout even harder.
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      Days passed by quickly after learning that Fay was pregnant, and our time was filled with work, lectures, and training. Two days out of the week, Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and I would journey to the Imperial Royal Palace, where we would be taught by either Rainer or Empress Hilda about what would happen during the wedding ceremony. We were lectured on what was expected of us, what we would be doing, and how we would act during the ceremony.

      We were also taught how to dance.

      “Th-this princess does not think she was made for dancing!”

      “Come on, Lin! Stop standing up on your tail! It’s making it impossible for Eryk to dance with you!”

      Lin and I were trying to dance while Empress Hilda gave us guidance. We were inside a massive ballroom with large columns and sweeping archways artfully decorated with numerous motifs. High above our heads were several chandeliers with monster cores of various affinities brightly glowing as they reflected a rainbow of light. While Kari, Fay, and Siv stood off to the side, Lin and I were in the very center with an irate-looking Empress Hilda staring us down.

      Of course, I didn’t blame the empress for looking so angry. She was doing her best to teach Lin and me how to dance, but Lin’s tail made it very hard for her to get the maneuvers down. Many of the dance moves required a complicated set of steps, but Lin had a tail, and these dance steps required two feet.

      It made things complicated.

      Once again, I tried without success to spin Lin around like I was supposed to during this particular dance maneuver, but Lin simply couldn’t twirl like a regular person. When she tried, that tail of hers lashed out. The first time it happened, I was struck and launched off my feet. It didn’t hurt because my body was so durable, but had anyone else been struck, I was sure they would be dead.

      There was a hole in the wall from where I landed.

      The only way for her to spin around was to balance on the end of her tail, but that resulted in Lin’s height growing to about seven meters, which meant I could no longer hold her hands or place my hands on her waist.

      “Haaaaaaaah…” With a frustrated look on her face, Empress Hilda gestured for us to stop. “It’s clear this isn’t working. Take a break, you two. I will think of something to compensate for your shortcomings.”

      We stopped dancing as the empress marched off like a petulant child. It was clear that our inability to dance had exceeded the limits of her patience, but I honestly felt like this wasn’t our fault. These dances were made for humans, not Lamia.

      “This princess is sorry.” Lin’s shoulders slumped.

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” I assured her. “Empress Hilda is just trying to force us into a dance that we simply can’t do. If it’s anyone’s fault, it would be hers.”

      “But… this princess is the only one you can’t dance with,” Lin muttered with a morose look on her face. “It’s because of her tail. If this princess wasn’t a Lamia, she would have been able to master this dance already. She doesn’t like that she’s the only one who can’t dance with you.”

      I almost smiled at how bratty Lin was being, but I understood where she was coming from. It also bothered me that we couldn’t dance like the others. However, I didn’t blame Lin like she apparently blamed herself.

      “I like your tail,” I told her.

      Lin’s long ears twitched as her tail thumped against the floor.

      “Thank you, Darling, but that doesn’t help our current situation.”

      As the two of us spoke, the other girls walked over. While Fay and Siv went to Lin and tried without success to comfort the disappointed Lamia, Kari went over to me. Unlike the other two, her expression was contemplative rather than pitying as she studied Lin.

      “I know that look. You have an idea that might help us?” I asked.

      “Maybe…” Kari said, biting her lip.

      Before she could explain her thoughts to me, Empress Hilda came back. She had been several meters away, pacing back and forth as she muttered something to herself. From the scowl she wore, it was clear that, whatever she had been muttering, it probably hadn’t been pleasant.

      I was really surprised to see how… emotional Empress Hilda was acting during our dance lessons, which she made sure she always taught no matter how busy she was. The empress I was used to always wore a calm expression. She never became overly emotional and seemed to have her head on straight no matter the situation. This startling change from the calm and cool woman I had known since meeting her to the frazzled lady she was now shocked me.

      Perhaps it was stress?

      “Okay,” Empress Hilda began with a sigh. “Let’s try this again. From the top, we’ll go over the steps once more.”

      Lin and I were about to get back into position, but before we could even move, Kari stepped forward.

      “Mother, I don’t think this is going to work,” she said.

      The empress frowned. “What do you mean, Kari?”

      “I mean the dance, of course.” Kari shrugged. “Lin is a Lamia, which means many of the steps and moves are impossible for her. What’s more, that tail will get in the way of their dancing. I think for them, we should change the dance to something that will fit her body type.”

      From the way Empress Hilda’s face twitched, I could tell she was struggling with a decision. Do we change the dance and do something different from the traditional Nevarian dance we had been learning, or do we try to force Lin into doing a dance that she clearly couldn’t do? The woman’s face went through several transformations before she eventually relented.

      “What kind of dance would you suggest?” she asked her daughter.

      Kari smiled and turned to Lin. “Do the Lamia have any dances?”

      “We do,” Lin admitted. “This princess was taught several dances before she was forced to flee, but most of them are marriage ritual dances.”

      With a smile on her face, Kari said, “In that case, I have an idea that I believe will work.”
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      “I never expected to see you again,” Erica said as she, I, and the group she belonged to walked through a dense forest.

      This forest bordered a small mountain. There wasn’t anything special about it. The scent of flora tickled my nose, while bird song and the croaking, cawing, and growling of various animals passed through my ears. Everything about this place screamed unmolested. It was like an oasis within the Endless Desert, a place untouched and unsullied by the war against the Sekbeists.

      “Well, I suppose I did disappear pretty unexpectedly,” I admitted, pushing aside a tree branch.

      “It was more than just that,” Erica told me. “Do you remember what happened in the months after Capistrana was destroyed? You were a mere shell of your former self. Nothing anyone did managed to turn you back into the man we all admired before Kari’s death. It was frustrating. But what was even more frustrating is how you suddenly disappeared one day. After you vanished, life became so much harder. The influx of refugees made it impossible to keep searching for you and to top it off, numerous cities were being destroyed. We eventually had to declare you dead.”

      She gave me a look, which I was able to correctly interpret. Sharp pain like icy needles stung my chest. I reached out to rub it, but this pain wasn’t physical. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, I turned my head and looked away from her.

      “I understand what happened. You don’t have to say anything,” Erica said softly.

      While I tried not to, I felt a little resentment toward Erica for bringing Kari up, even though I knew it wasn’t her fault. She was just telling me about what happened after I vanished. Sucking my tears back in, I looked at the woman once more.

      “I’m guessing your base is located underneath this mountain?” I said.

      “You’re only half right.” Erica, for the first time since I had met her again, wore a small smirk. “Just wait. You’ll see what I mean.”

      Seeing how Erica was being cryptic, I shrugged and decided to just follow her and the others. They eventually led me to a small area that looked like a cavern. The entrance was carefully concealed by several trees and bushes, was only big enough for people to walk through one at a time, and made me feel awfully claustrophobic as I squeezed through it with the others.

      When we reached the end, the cavern opened up into a slightly larger space. It was still small, but all of us could at least spread out, and in the center of this space was…

      “A Warp Gate?”

      I turned to Erica, who smiled as she walked over to the gateway. It looked like a normal Warp Gate, except smaller in size and instead of containing an actual gate, there was a black sphere hovering in the center. As she placed her hand on it, Spiritual Power flowed from Erica and into the gate, and the black sphere suddenly expanded and became distorted like a nebula.

      “When we were discussing how to create a base, we decided that having one that could only be reached if you used a Warp Gate was the safest idea,” Erica explained. “Not even the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm can find this place. Now, hurry up and go through. I don’t want to keep this active forever.”

      The others quickly walked through the Warp Gate. I watched them disappear before shrugging and following after them. A slight buzz like static electricity washed over my arms, legs, and face. I had forgotten what it felt like to travel through a Warp Gate. However, seconds after walking through the gate, I emerged from the other side and into a wide, open space.

      This place must have been their base.

      I noticed almost immediately that the Warp Gate I passed through was not the only one present. There were numerous such gates, though it didn’t look like they were in use just then.

      Erica appeared behind me seconds later.

      “Follow me,” she said as she walked down a staircase.

      I followed her down to the bottom, where several more people were waiting. I vaguely recognized some of them. But I honestly couldn’t put a name to their faces—except for one. Immig was present at the front of the group.

      “I’m glad yer back, Erica. We were gettin’ worried about ye and—” Immig paused when his eyes landed on me. “Eryk?! Is that ye?!”

      “It’s me,” I said.

      “Blimey, but it’s good te see ya!”

      “Ugh… really? You’re gonna hug me?”

      I grimaced when Immig wrapped his arms around my legs. Because he was so short, he only came up to my stomach, which he preceded to bury his face in. It was… well, it was very awkward, especially when Erica started giggling.

      “Mommy!”

      Just then, a voice erupted from somewhere to our left. I looked over just in time to see a streak fly past me and barrel into Erica, who must have been prepared for this because she knelt and scooped the streak into her arm. It turned out the streak was a cute boy with black hair and purple eyes. He looked like a young, boy version of Erica.

      “You have a son,” I murmured, looking shocked.

      “A lot can change in twenty years, you know,” she said.

      “Has it really been that long?”

      Twenty years, huh? I knew a lot of time had passed since I disappeared, but I hadn’t realized it had been so long.

      “Mommy? Who is that strange man?” asked the child, pointing at me.

      “Don’t be rude, Gunnar,” Erica chided her son, who I guessed was around five or six years old. He looked only a year or so older than Kayli had been. “This is Eryk. He’s the one I always told you about.”

      “This is Eryk?” Gunnar stared at me, then crossed his arms. “He doesn’t look like much. He looks girly.”

      “Cute kid you got there,” I said. I was fairly sure I did a good job of holding in my sarcasm, but from Erica’s smile, she had seen right through me. Oh well.

      Since we weren’t really supposed to stand around in what Immig called the Warp Room, Erica ushered me along with her son in hand. On the way to a place more suitable for a discussion, she filled me in on what happened while I was gone.

      It turned out the war had taken a turn for the worst after I disappeared. The loss of me and Kari had been a large hit to their morale. Furthermore, tens of thousands of Sekbeists were appearing from the Warp Gates daily, their numbers swelling to the point where it became a challenge just to keep their most important cities secure. They had managed to do that for a time—until he came along.

      The man I sought to kill.

      “The man called himself the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm,” Erica stated. “He appeared one day at the head of a massive Sekbeist army and decimated our ranks. A single wave of his hand was enough to destroy city blocks like they were nothing. He slaughtered us so easily, so casually it was almost laughable, like we were worth absolutely nothing. If it wasn’t for Tungsten, then I would have probably joined the dead when he ransacked Midgard.”

      I almost asked her about Tungsten, but when I saw the look on her face, I closed my mouth. It didn’t take a genius for me to figure out what happened to him. He was not here, after all.

      We eventually reached her living space, which was a simple single room with two beds, a sofa, and a dresser. There wasn’t much else to it. Certainly, this place was a far cry from the penthouse suite that Erica used to live in.

      “So the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm is leading the Sekbeists?” I asked.

      “Not anymore.” Erica shook her head as she set Gunnar down and allowed the boy to run into the room. As the boy climbed onto the sofa, Erica sat down beside him and gestured for me to sit down as well. She only continued after I followed suit. “He disappeared for a while after his initial attack, and then he returned with six powerful Demon Beasts under his control. They look like giant birds. However, their command over the elements was unlike anything I have ever seen before. Darkness, light, earth, fire, wind, water… each one had perfect control over a single element.”

      “They sound like S-Rank Demon Beasts,” I said.

      “They probably are,” Erica admitted. “Whatever they are, their powers were so incredible that we’ve since given the command that anyone who runs into them and their master is to flee on sight.”

      I could only nod my approval. “That’s a good idea. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm is far more powerful than any Spiritualist. Kari and I fought him and… well, you can pretty much guess how that turned out.”

      No matter the years that passed, the hole left in my heart at Kari’s and Kayli’s deaths never grew smaller. It was like pieces of me were missing. I wasn’t whole without them.

      “Ever since those six Demon Beasts showed up, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm has stopped commanding the Sekbeists. Now, they run freely while he travels the continent. It appears as if he is searching for something, but I cannot fathom what that might be.”

      We spoke for a little while longer, but I was already preoccupied with the information I had been given. I remembered seeing that massive fire bird flying through the skies above Vahn. That must have been one of those elemental birds that Erica was telling me about.

      “Well, now that you’re up to speed, we can see about getting you a place to lodge,” Erica said as she leaned back on the sofa. Gunnar had fallen asleep at some point and was lying with his head on his mother’s lap. She idly stroked his hair. It was such a simple but affectionate gesture that I couldn’t help but be reminded of the times I would stroke Kayli’s hair like that.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t plan on remaining here.”

      “What?” Erica looked like she didn’t understand.

      “Thank you for the offer, but I can’t stay here,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m going to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm,” I stated.

      Erica looked like she was going to try and argue with me. Her face was all scrunched up and angry, her skin had turned a blistering shade of red, and I could even see veins popping out on her forehead, but when I met her angry eyes with a calm gaze, her own emotions died. Her shoulders slumped like a large weight had pressed down on them.

      “There’s no way I can talk you out of this, is there?” she asked.

      “There isn’t.”

      Erica took a deep breath, held it in, then smiled. However, her smile was resigned, as if she was consigning herself to something unpleasant.

      “In that case, please stay here for the night at least. I could use the company.”

      As she made this request of me, I finally noticed how lonely Erica looked. She had her son, but it felt like she was missing something important, like she wasn’t all there. I realized she had probably lost a lot of people.

      Including that boy’s father.

      Erica was like me, someone who had lost pieces of herself in this long struggle. She wasn’t whole anymore. That knowledge alone made me relent.

      “Yeah, I can do that,” I said.

      I spoke with Erica for several hours, until her body began growing heavy and her eyes slowly shut. She tried to stay up, but I gently used my powers over lightning to control her body’s electromagnetic rhythm, forcing her to finally shut her eyes and fall asleep.

      Shunting aside my guilt, I lifted Erica and Gunnar and put them both to bed, then left the room. I slipped past several people who were walking down the hall. It didn’t take long for me to reach the Warp Room. When I did, I took a random Warp Gate and teleported away.

      I wasn’t sure where I had ended up. This place looked quite similar to the Warp Gate that Erica had led me to, but after crawling out of the cavern and finding myself surrounded by dense trees with gnarled and twisted roots, I realized I was in the Rotfang Forest. The canopy overhead gave it away. It was the only forest I knew with such twisted branches.

      Unleashing my Spiritual Powers, I blasted into the sky after transforming into a bolt of lightning and broke through the canopy. Before too long, I was hovering in the sky and looking for any sign of those six birds Erica had mentioned. My guess was that if I found the birds, I would find the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      I didn’t see anything and was just about to begin moving. Before I could, though, a loud screech echoed from behind me. It was a terrifying sound laced with Spiritual Power and killing intent.

      I turned to see a large bird closing in, wings of orange and red fire flapping. The sight made me grin as my Spiritual Power surged. This was the bird I had seen flying over Vahn.

      I was going to kill this bird, kill the other five birds, and then force the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm out so I could kill him.

      At that very moment, the air burst all around, flames seared the hair off my arms and caused my skin to crack and burn, and blood seeped from between the cracks like lava flowing out of the earth.

      The final battle to decide my fate and enact my revenge had finally begun.
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      Cheers of adulation rang out so loudly it felt like my eardrums would burst. You never realize just how loud humans can be until you’re surrounded by a horde of them as they scream, cheer, and yell in your ears. Of course, I technically wasn’t surrounded by them. I was on a massive float being pulled by Mastodons as it traveled down North Main.

      The float looked like a throne room, with several columns lining either side and a royal red rug traveling through the center from one end to the raised platform that Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and I were sitting on. The five of us were waving at the crowd of cheering citizens on either side of the street. Well, though I said “we” were waving, Siv was not waving at the crowd and looked more like she was trying to hide in her dress. Fay was comforting her.

      It wasn’t just the walkways that were lined with people. Above street level were numerous balconies where the wealthy elite, the nobility, sat and watched the proceedings. Unlike the common folks down below, these men and women did not cheer. They seemed content to merely observe us as we passed by.

      This was the second time I had been in a parade, but even though I had already experienced this once before, I still wasn’t used to it. I hoped poor Siv would be all right.

      As I shifted in my throne to turn—and tried to ignore the fact that I was sitting on a throne because that made me decidedly uncomfortable—my clothes rustled together.

      My outfit had an unusual asymmetrical aesthetic this time. My right arm had a long sleeve and the right side of my torso had the motif of a dragon and a serpent traveling down the left side. Meanwhile, my left arm was completely bare. However, sitting on my shoulder was a simple pauldron made from gleaming silver so bright it appeared white. A shoulder cape flared out behind me, invisible thanks to my current posture, but kept cinched in place with three golden chains. My outfit ended in simple white pants and gray boots with gold lining the part near my knees.

      Fay sat on my left, wearing an outfit that had more of a warrior aesthetic. It was a white unitard that showed off her hips and even the clefts of her butt. The fabric looked tight across her chest, reveled in the splendor of her thin waist, and moved into the V of her crotch. Gloves that traveled all the way to her shoulders were held together by metal bands. A gold belt sat diagonally across her waist, while long boots traveled from the bottom of her feet all the way to about the middle of her muscular thighs. The outfit was finished with a translucent cape that I honestly thought flattered her quite well.

      On my right, Kari sat in a more traditional wedding gown. The upper portion conformed to her body like a second skin, fitting perfectly over the swells of her large breasts, part of which were visible since the dress had a gap above her chest. An odd article that looked like a shoulder cape went over her shoulders, covering her collarbone and wrapping around her neck. She also wore a headdress. Gloves covered her hands and arms up to the middle of her biceps. The bottom of her gown was the largest part of her outfit. It looked like it was pleated and made from several layers as it flowed down her body, hiding the plain black boots I knew she was wearing.

      Kari hated heels.

      On Kari’s right was Lin, the Lamia who wore something with even less fabric than Fay. Her torso was only covered by a white shirt with short sleeves. The shirt didn’t cover her stomach or much of her back. Her underboob was visible as was the expansive flatness of her taut belly. She wore gloves with golden bracelets. A long skirt with a slit traveling down one side gave her tail more freedom of movement. This outfit had been specially designed for her because she complained about her last dress not allowing her to move very quickly.

      Siv sat on Fay’s left. Her outfit looked more like a traditional gown, similar to Kari’s, but the back was completely exposed, allowing her large dragon wings to spread out without being contained. Because no one wanted her wings getting caught on the fabric, the gap went from her lower back and traveled toward the front. This also meant some of her sideboob was exposed. However, Siv was very small. She really didn’t have much of a chest. Like Kari’s dress, hers also featured a long bottom with pleats and layers.
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I thought we were overdressed, but I understood that was just my own complaint. I hated having to wear clothes that felt stuffy like this. Of course, I didn’t complain. Kari and Siv were wearing those huge gowns, which must have been even more confining and stuffy than my own outfit. Complaining about my clothes would have been petty, especially since neither of them had said a thing.

      After traversing through North Main, the float traveled along the rampart before reaching East Main and traversed it until we reached the Imperial Royal Palace. Then it went around the palace and traveled down West Main before traversing the rampart again and reaching South Main. When we traveled down South Main, the float stopped in front of the Colosseum, which the five of us were ushered into by the crowd’s raucous cheering.

      We were met with Garrett and a battalion of butlers and maidservants. They quickly had me separate from the girls. I was led by Garrett into the Colosseum’s arena, normally meant for battles but now featuring a wooden floor. There was a platform in the very center, which Empress Hilda was standing on. A pedestal was right next to her, and on it were four chalices, gleaming gold in the sunlight.

      Just as I had been instructed thanks to numerous hours of being lectured, I stood to Empress Hilda’s right and turned to face the arena entrance. I took several deep breaths and tried to steady my nerves as I ignored the hundreds of thousands of people filling the arena seats. Just so much as looking at all the people here to witness something so personal made me sick to my stomach.

      This was it. This was the moment I would marry Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv. It seemed almost ridiculous. Whoever heard of a wedding between five people? Even Empress Hilda only married her husbands one at a time.

      But the time for nerves had passed. As I calmed my beating heart, the four women entered and caused my heart to once again begin beating like a drunkard banging on a war drum. Looking at them now made my breath catch in my throat.

      Had I ever seen a more lovely sight?

      They were being escorted. Kari was in front, her arms locked around the arm of an oddly stiff Valence, who looked like a wooden puppet as they moved forward. Behind her was Fay. The redhead was being escorted by her father, Stelys Valstine, who wore a genuine smile and had tears in his eyes. Lin came next with her arms locked with one of Dante’s as she slithered across the floor with a seductive sway of her hips. Behind her, Siv looked like she wanted to run away but was being kept from doing so by Rainer, who wore a mild smile as he escorted her up the platform.

      The girls stood on the opposite side of me, next to the pedestal with the chalices. Meanwhile, the four men moved behind Empress Hilda.

      “We are gathered here for a most auspicious occasion,” Empress Hilda announced. “These four women have decided to marry this young man, to love him, cherish him, and support him with all their heart. In return, Eryk Veiger has decided to marry these young women, to love them, cherish them, and support them with all his heart. They have already been through many trials and tribulations. They have overcome many obstacles together. The bonds they have formed are stronger than mythril. I believe and pray that their union will be a blessed one.”

      Empress Hilda stopped talking and looked at me, which I knew was the sign that it was my turn.

      I stepped forward, toward the chalices, and used a ceremonial dagger sitting on the pedestal to cut my palm. Because my skin was so hard, I needed to channel Spiritual Power through the dagger to break it. A glance inside the chalice showed me that a clear liquid—an expensive water that could only be found in a spring that had been infused with Spiritual Power—was already inside. I only placed a single drop of my blood in the first chalice. Then I picked the chalice up and walked until I was standing in front of Kari.

      “You know… I have always loved you,” I said.

      Kari smiled. “I know.”

      “From the day we first met, you’ve been on my mind and in my heart. The times we shared in the library are some of the most precious memories I have. I cherish them. I always will. However, I want to make even more memories with you, to explore the world and see new things, to go on new adventures. I promise that no matter what happens or where we go, I will always remain by your side.”

      I held the chalice out to Kari, who took it from me and lifted it to her mouth, drinking just a sip, which was all she needed. A soft, almost gentle glow emitted from her chest. I watched in shock as the by now familiar symbols appeared on her chest like tattoos. I guess after having so much sex with me, she already had everything necessary to gain those symbols and just needed my blood to activate it… or something? That was my theory at least.

      After Kari drank from the chalice, she gave it back to me, took the ceremonial dagger, cut her palm, and added a drop of blood. The blood mixed with the liquid. As she withdrew her hand, I raised the chalice to my mouth and took a sip. It tasted… tangy. The iron taste of blood was present, but it was mostly masked by the spiritually infused spring water.

      Perhaps this was why they used spring water with Spiritual Power in the first place? To dilute the blood?

      I placed the first chalice back on the pedestal. Kari handed me the ceremonial dagger. My cut had already healed, so I cut another slit across my palm, then added a single drop into the second chalice before walking up to Fay.

      “Do you remember when we first met?” I asked.

      Fay’s lips twitched into an amused smile. “How could I forget? You got very angry at me.”

      “I did.” I chuckled. “I remember seeing how you had been afflicted with Spiritual Poisoning, and I was so incredibly angry that you would train with such a serious affliction. I didn’t even realize you didn’t know what Spiritual Poisoning was at the time.” I paused, remembering that moment, then focused back on Fay. “Since that moment, you and I have been bound together. We trained, worked hard, and grew stronger together in order to overcome the numerous obstacles before us. I’ve grown to love the woman who works hard and gives her all in everything she does. I hope that in the years to come, I can continue to stand by your side as we grow even stronger.”

      Fay’s smile was warm like melted honey. “I would like that.”

      Like I did with Kari, I held out the chalice to Fay. She took it and drank from it. Then she cut her finger and let a drop of blood fall into the chalice, which I drank from after.

      Then it was Lin’s turn.

      “You know, I used to think you were just an ordinary snake,” I said.

      “This princess is anything but ordinary,” Lin scoffed.

      “I know that now, but when we first met, you had merely looked like a really large snake.”

      “How rude. This princess will have you know that even while she was stuck in that form, she was still the most magnificent snake in the entire world.”

      “You won’t get any arguments from me.” I chuckled a little at our banter. “I’ve always loved talking to you. No matter the time or the place, speaking with you makes me smile. Your mannerisms are endearing and cute. However, since the moment we met, I’ve seen more sides to you than I have anyone else. You’re more than just a cute Lamia who refers to herself as a princess. You’re also a hard worker. The Nevarian Braves never would have been able to become what it is today without your help. You are very much my princess. I hope that means you can also think of me as your prince.”

      “Of course, you are this princess’s prince.” Lin placed her hands on her hips. She looked imperious, but her thumping tail betrayed her excitement. “The only person who can marry this princess must surely be a prince. Is that not how it goes in the stories?”

      “It is,” I said.

      Lin took a drink from the chalice, then I took a drink from the chalice after she dropped her blood inside.

      And finally, there was only one person left.

      As I stood before the Drakvarian girl, I watched as she tried very hard to keep looking at my face. Her cheeks were red and her wings flapped as though expressing their master’s anxiety and shyness. Even her tail was twitching from side to side.

      I felt my heart slowly melting.

      “We haven’t known each other for long. Even so, I am very glad you came into my life. You bring something new and refreshing to our family. I know how hard you’ve worked to overcome your own shyness, how much you have pushed yourself to help me, Fay, Lin, and Kari. You don’t know how much that means to me. Siv, although we still don’t know much about each other, I am looking forward to spending the rest of our lives together and getting to know more about you.”

      As I spoke, Siv’s cheeks became stained with an even darker red than before, though the smile on her face let me know I had said the right thing.

      “Likewise,” Siv said.

      It was just one word, but it was enough.

      “The ceremony is now complete,” Empress Hilda said as I placed the last chalice back on the pedestal. “These five have pledged to build new lives together in holy matrimony. Let us all wish them the best!”

      As the Colosseum erupted into applause, I turned my head and glanced at Kari. She caught my eyes and smiled at me. I couldn’t help but return that smile.

      It had taken a long time to get here, and it had taken more than a few unusual twists—I never expected to enter a polygamous relationship with four women, for one thing—but I was glad this moment had finally come.
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      The wedding reception lasted for several hours after the actual ceremony had taken place. Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and I had to meet and greet the numerous people who had come to see our wedding, accept the wedding gifts they gave us, and thank them for their good wishes. It was a long and tedious process. There had been over 100,000 people. By the time it was done, I think all five of us were ready to call it quits.

      Unfortunately, we also had to dance.

      The dancing took another several hours. I was supposed to dance with each of my brides, starting with Kari and ending with Lin. Each dance seemed to last for a lifetime. I both loved and loathed those moments, wishing they would simultaneously last forever and only for an instant.

      It was a strange feeling.

      We had saved Lin for last because I couldn’t do a traditional Nevarian dance with her, seeing how she didn’t have legs. Instead, she and I did a ritual dance of her people. The ritual was supposedly a fertility ritual, according to Lin, and it was something done by her people when someone wanted to give birth. From what she told me, this ritual was one that helped fertilize a Lamia so they could produce children.

      Whether or not this ritual actually worked was not something I knew or even cared to think about.

      After all the dancing, wining, dining, and conversations were over, the five of us were dead on our feet.

      “Haaaaah… this princess is so glad to be home!” Lin threw herself onto the large bed, burying her face into the pillow. She hadn’t bothered removing her dress yet. The ends flapped around as her tail waved through the air.

      “It was pretty exhausting,” Fay agreed as she sat on the bed and began removing her boots. As she slid the long boots down her legs, I caught a glimpse of her pussy pushing against the fabric of her unitard and looked away.

      “It might have been tiring, but it was worth it,” Kari said as she undid the buttons on Siv’s dress. The gown slid off the Dragon girl’s lithe frame and pooled around her feet. I sucked in a breath when I realized Siv hadn’t been wearing anything underneath her dress. Her hairless pussy and small chest were completely exposed. Kari was surprised too. “Wow! You’re so bold, Siv!”

      “I-I don’t like how the underwear rubs my privates,” Siv admitted with a blush.

      “I didn’t say it was bad.” Kari grinned as she turned around. “Would you mind helping me remove my dress too?”

      Before Siv could agree, Lin leapt off the bed. “This princess will do it! This princess will help remove Big Sister’s dress!”

      “Okay, Lin. You can help if you want to.” Kari winked at Siv, who gave her an uncertain smile.

      As the girls began removing their clothes, I decided to follow suit, taking off my boots, sliding my pants down my hips, and unbuttoning the shirt. I also removed the shoulder cape and undid the clasps to my pauldron. A sigh of relief escaped my mouth, unbidden as I removed my shirt and pants. It felt a lot better not wearing clothes like this. I didn’t know why, but they just made me so uncomfortable.

      After I had removed my clothes, I glanced over at Kari and Lin. I was just in time to witness the dress sliding down Kari’s hips and pooling around her feet. She was wearing nothing more than a single-string thong. Her ass was right in front of me, her back turned to reveal the beautiful curvature of her spine. I could only see a little of her breast from this angle, but what I could see made my mouth water.

      “You know, I was thinking...” Kari turned around after her clothing had been removed, her breasts swaying now that they were free from their confines. “It’s our wedding night, so we should make this night special. Don’t you all agree?”

      I couldn’t disagree with her, but I found myself unable to say so because I was too preoccupied with her tits. Kari’s breasts were the largest of anyone’s here. Just seeing them like this made me long to take her nipples in my mouth, to swirl my tongue around them, and gently tug on them with my teeth.

      “I don’t disagree that we should do something special,” Fay said. “What did you have in mind?”

      An excited gleam entered Kari’s eyes. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      I think all of us were pretty accustomed to that look on her face by now, so it was easy to tell what she was thinking. Kari made her already obvious intentions even more clear when she wandered over to me, undid the string holding my briefs up, and pulled them down. With my undergarments gone, my engorged limb sprang free. The cool air caused it to twitch several times. Then Kari got down on her haunches, took it in her soft hand, and began rubbing her cheek against it.

      “We should obviously memorialize this night with a passionate round of lovemaking,” she declared.

      “Somehow… I knew that was where this was going,” Fay murmured.

      “Do you not want to?” asked Kari.

      “I never said I didn’t want to,” Fay said, her cheeks turning pink.

      “Then come over here.”

      After she finished speaking, Kari stuck out her tongue and licked the underside of my shaft, trailing her tongue from my balls to the tip, which she engulfed into her mouth. Her tongue was warm, soft, and wet. A trail of saliva covered me from base to head. She sucked on my head a little. I jerked at the sensation. Then she took it out and proceeded to lick me some more.

      I could do little more than grit my teeth and place my hands on her head. I wanted to press her face forward and make her take all of me into her mouth, but I held back. Kari likely had a plan. She was always the mischievous type, and far be it for me to ruin her fun.

      During this time, Fay came toward us, made me stand up, and knelt behind me. I wondered what she was doing, but then she leaned forward and pressed her face against my butt. I was so shocked I could do nothing as she stuck her tongue in my ass.

      Another jolt of pleasure rocked my body. At the same time, I felt embarrassed for some reason. I wondered if this was how Lin and Fay felt when I played with their ass. I could sort of understand why Fay got so embarrassed when I did this now.

      “This princess wants to join in too!” Lin suddenly shouted.

      I didn’t have time to say anything as Lin tore off her clothes and rushed toward me. She at least showed enough self-restraint not to bowl me over, but her kiss was filled with enough passion and desire that I was left breathless. Her tongue filled my mouth. Our saliva mixed together. Meanwhile, the sensations from Kari and Fay were overwhelming me.

      A tap on my shoulder alerted me to someone else. I had to pry Lin off my lips so I could look at Siv, who was staring at me with a red face.

      “Me too. Don’t leave me out.”

      “I’d never dream of leaving you out of this,” I said to her. I wanted to sound suave, but I was gasping for breath already. Well, I was sure Siv didn’t care.

      I leaned forward and kissed Siv, who stiffened for a moment before her entire body relaxed. She leaned into me and began kissing back. Her actions were shy and hesitant. However, something about her shyness really turned me on. It presented a huge contrast to people like Kari and Lin, who were completely gung-ho about sex.

      “Don’t hog Darling all to yourself! This princess wants more kisses!”

      As I found myself switching between kissing Lin and Siv, Kari had lathered my cock in her saliva, hefted up her massive breasts, and slid my dick between them. The feeling of her soft skin caressing my hard shaft made spots appear before my eyes. I couldn’t describe this sensation, but it was nice. Oh, so nice. As she slid her tits up and down my cock, I found it getting harder and harder to control myself.

      “Kari! If you do that, I’m gonna—”

      “Do it,” Kari goaded me. “Cum all over me. Spray your hot spunk on my breasts and face.”

      I couldn’t remember a time where Kari had ever said something like this. Perhaps it was because she had never said this before, but I found myself unable to hold back, shooting spurt after spurt of sticky white cum, which splattered across Kari’s chest. After my first orgasm, I almost fell back, but Fay kept me from falling and directed me toward the bed.

      As I sat down, I found myself staring at Kari as she sat on her haunches, looking at the white fluid dripping from her chest. She smeared some of the liquid across her skin, then scooped a bit onto her finger and inserted it into her mouth. As she moaned around her finger, I found myself growing hard again. That hardness reached a new pinnacle when Lin and Siv also got down and began licking up my sperm from Kari’s chest.

      Had I ever seen such an erotic sight?

      “Ahn!”

      A loud and musical sound echoed from Kari’s mouth as Lin used her long tongue to clean up my seed on her left breast. The Lamia’s long tongue flicked across Kari’s nipple, which caused it to quiver and stiffen.

      “It seems you have very sensitive nipples,” Lin mumbled as she began swirling her tongue around the stiff peak.

      “Hah… ahn… mmm… of course I… I do… ahn… hah… Lin! You’re a minx!”

      “No, this princess is a Lamia.”

      Seeing what Lin was doing made Siv do the same. She grabbed a handful of Kari’s left tit and began sucking on her nipple almost like a child trying to get milk. Kari released a strained groan as she clenched her teeth and went into a full-body shudder. Drool escaped from her lips as she tilted her head to look at the ceiling.

      My throat went dry at the sight, but it was soon blocked when Fay straddled my waist and grabbed my shaft. She rubbed the tip against her sodden entrance, already wet with her arousal. She must have been masturbating as she licked my ass.

      Her stomach was getting bigger. It had been noticeable with her dress on, but it was even more noticeable now. It had yet to grow large enough that it hampered her movements but probably would in the next month.

      “I’m going to put it in,” Fay said.

      “Go ahead.”

      The two of us groaned as Fay lowered herself onto my dick, bottoming out before she quickly began working a steady pace. I wrapped my arms around her as she ground herself against me.

      My lips sought hers in a passionate kiss. As our tongues dueled, I reached down to grab two handfuls of her firm ass and squeezed them as I lifted her off my cock and pushed her back down. Lewd squelching noises could just barely be heard over the sounds of our sloppy exchange and the moans being released by Kari.

      “Haaah… Eryk...” Fay pulled back and gazed into my eyes with her glazed-over, hooded expression. “So good… it… hyk… it feels so good… I really… your dick… I love how it… ha… ahn… how it fills me up. It feels like—ahn! Like you’re reaching—reaching… mmm! All the way into my womb!”

      Fay’s pussy clenched around me as I slid a hand between us and began rubbing her clit. It was already engorged with arousal. I nearly came right there, but I held back and continued to play with her, feeling her clit twitch and pulsate with a life of its own.

      “Me too...” I breathed. “I love how your pussy wraps around my cock… I love h-how warm and wet you are… Fay… I want to cum inside you so badly right now.”

      “You can have me… I’m yours… cum, Eryk! I’m—ahn! Ah!”

      Fay’s voice became nothing more than an incoherent moan as I began kissing and nibbling on her neck. With her pussy juices trailing down my legs and her inverted nipples rubbing my chest, I knew I wouldn’t last long, so I continued to work her body over quickly, stimulating her clit as I kissed her neck, nibbled her ears, and licked along her jawline. Her pussy soon clenched around me and pulsed rapidly as she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close. Her thighs quivered, her butt clenched, and her toes curled as she orgasmed. Only then did I release the tension in my balls and shoot my seed into her.

      “Haaah… haaaah… hmmmm…”

      Fay released several deep breaths as she clung to me. Her body relaxed, legs and arms dangling limply as her head rested on my shoulder. I ran my hand over her sweaty back, then laid her down on the bed, and turned back around.

      Kari, Lin, and Siv were staring at me.

      “It’s this princess’s turn now,” Lin declared.

      She lunged forward and pushed down on my shoulders, pinning me to the bed as she rubbed her scaled pussy against my dick. It was flaccid, but it quickly rose to the occasion as Lin’s soft scales worked their magic. The sensation of her scaled nether lips was quite a bit different from everyone else. Once my cock was hard, Lin did not hesitate to insert it inside her tight cunt.

      “Hnnggg!”

      I groaned as her tight passage wrapped around me, but I wasn’t given much time to adjust as Lin began riding me. She placed her hands on my chest and moved her hips. The sensual sway of her stomach and the way her breasts squished together was enticing. She reminded me of the belly dancers I had seen in the Endless Dessert. There was an erotic grace to her that fueled my desire.

      Left with very little chance to recover, I quickly tried my best to match her pace.

      “N-no… you don’t… hah… mmm… haaaah… you’re not doing anything… right now…” Lin pinned my hips in place with her tail. “This princess… she’s going to take you… ahn… so just enjoy it.”

      Hearing her words, I decided to do what she said and let her ride my dick. I admired the way her sinuous body danced as she rode me. Her dark skin, glistening with sweat, looked so exotic and erotic that my dick actually swelled inside of her. When she felt this, Lin’s eyes popped open and her long tongue lolled out of her mouth as she picked up the pace.

      A moan to my left alerted me to more action. Kari and Siv were on the bed. Kari had moved behind Siv and was playing with her pussy, spreading her lips apart and inserting a finger inside of her. I watched as the finger plunged in and out, as Siv’s love juices dripped onto the bed. Siv had thrown back her head and was moaning as she ground her hips into Kari’s hand, but Kari was staring right at me.

      She was grinning.

      “I think that’s good enough. Come on, Siv.”

      “Wha…?”

      Siv didn’t seem to know what was going on, but Kari guided the Drakvarian until she was straddling my face. From this position, not only could I see her dripping nethers, but I could also see how her long tail was connected to a spot just above her small and extremely cute butt. It swayed from side to side. I almost found myself mesmerized, but I pried my attention off her tail and reached out to give her pussy a tentative lick.

      “Hya!”

      Perhaps Siv hadn’t been expecting that. She released a startled scream, but despite her shock, she pressed her pussy further against my face. I began eating her out with a passion. As spots appeared before my vision, I enjoyed the slightly tangy flavor of Siv’s soft pussy lips, licking around her outer labia before working out her clitoris. It was much smaller than the others. I wanted to call it cute. Pressing my tongue against it, I began to lick and flick it, which caused Siv’s entire body to shudder.

      A pair of hands landed on my abs. Small, dainty, and delicate, they must have been Siv’s. At least, I thought they were Siv’s. Regardless of whose they were, those thoughts fled me a moment later when two tongues began licking my torso. One of them had gone over to my left nipple. Meanwhile, the other was trailing across my stomach. I knew this was Kari and Fay, but I didn’t know who was licking what.

      I found myself unable to retain control anymore, not with so many people stimulating me. My balls swelled as pressure built up in my lower abdomen.

      As Lin was coming down on me, I thrust my hips up. A loud scream echoed from Lin as I shot my seed inside of her. My vision went white for a moment, and when I came to, I realized that my face was covered in Siv’s juices. However, Siv had fallen off to the side and lay resting, her shoulders heaving as she tried to regain her breath. Lin was also lying on the bed, her torso curled up like a ball as she shuddered with the aftershocks of her orgasm.

      “I guess that means it’s our turn,” Kari said to Fay.

      “Our turn? What do you mean?” asked Fay.

      “Like this! Come on, lay down on your back. Eryk, get up.”

      I groaned but stood up. My knees wobbled a little as I tried to regain my sense of balance; I was feeling a little weak. But when I looked back at the bed and saw Kari lying on top of Fay, breast to breast and pussy to pussy, I found that weakness disappearing and giving way to longing. Desire.

      “Come on,” Kari said with a smile as she rubbed her pussy against Fay’s. “You still have more holes to fill. I want you to spurt that spunk of yours inside of me. Hold nothing back.”

      The redhead bit her lip to keep from moaning. Seeing her act so demure while Kari acted like a sex kitten was too much for me to take. I moved forward, placed my hands on Kari’s hips, and thrust my cock inside of her.

      “Ooooohhh! Just like that. Mmmmm!”

      Kari’s back arched as I pulled back and thrust my hips again, the loud slapping sound of flesh meeting flesh echoing around the room as it mixed with mine and Kari’s moans. I soon worked up a steady pace. Looking down, I watched as my dick was engulfed inside Kari’s pussy, her lips obscenely stretched around it, her butt shaking with every action. I gritted my teeth as I pounded into her, struggling to contain my desire to shoot my seed into her right away.

      To keep myself from cumming so soon, I pulled my dick out. Kari moaned in complaint, but Fay squealed in surprise when I suddenly thrust my cock inside of her. The difference in shape and feel between Kari and Fay created a stimulating contrast. Kari was tighter than Fay, but Fay’s seemed to conform around me better. It was like one was clinging to me while the other was gently embracing me. I loved both feelings, and this drove me to keep up my pace.

      I began irregularly switching who I fucked, pounding my dick into Kari while fingering Fay, then fingering Kari while I fucked Fay. My dick became drenched in a combination of their juices.

      Kari and Fay were moaning and incoherent by this point. The sounds were muffled because Kari had begun kissing Fay, who seemed as lost in the sensations of pleasure as the blonde. Fay’s fingers made a mess of Kari’s hair as their tongues dueled. Saliva dripped from their chins and soaked into their sweaty chests.

      Their bodies shuddered as I worked my hardest to make them orgasm before me. I adjusted the strength of my thrusts so their clits were rubbing together. I clenched my teeth and forced myself not to cum, not until Kari and Fay screamed so loudly I thought the glass windows might shatter. Only when they collapsed from their own orgasms did I let myself go, shooting my load into Kari.

      Taking a deep breath, I pulled my dick out of Kari and stared at the semen dripping from it. The way it spilled out of her pussy and dripped over Fay’s engorged lips made me hard again despite how much I had already cum. However, I could tell from how Fay and Kari were lying, their arms limp and breathing heavy, that they wouldn’t be able to take anymore right now.

      After looking around, I saw Siv. She was lying on her stomach, her breathing not quite even enough to be asleep. Seeing her small ass and slender back with her wings fluttering made me realize I had yet to actually have sex with her today.

      I climbed onto the bed, straddled her legs, and rubbed my once again erect penis between her butt cheeks. As the soft feel of her ass sent lightning through my body, Siv glanced over her shoulder to look at me.

      “Ah. Sorry,” I said. “May I?”

      “You don’t… have to ask,” Siv muttered. “I want… your dick, um, please?”

      Ugh, this girl was way too cute. How was I supposed to resist such a cute Dragon girl?

      I lifted her ass into the air and spread her cheeks apart. Siv blushed and buried her face into the bed. I think she was embarrassed again. After admiring her ass for a moment, I leaned forward, pressed my dick against her pussy, and slowly pushed my way inside.

      “S-splitting!” Siv groaned as I bottomed out. “It feels like… you’re splitting me in half!”

      “That’s because… haaaah… because you’re so tiny,” I mumbled. I waited for a moment before I began moving, gently rocking my hips. Siv once more buried her face into the bed, and when I looked over, it was to see her biting on the blanket to keep from crying out. I made sure not to go fast. Siv’s pussy really was tiny. I was afraid if I went too fast, I really might rip her in half.

      As I slowly rocked my hips, Siv’s wings flapped and her tail thumped against the bed. I looked down at her tail as it rubbed against my inner thighs. Then I glanced past the tail, at her small feet. They were so tiny and had small scales dotting the skin. Her toes would clench and spasm as I kept pumping my dick inside of her. After a while, her toes made some miraculous shapes as she clenched them together. At about the same time, her already tight vagina became so unbearably compressed that I couldn’t move at all, though her pussy was still erratically pulsating around me. The sensation forced me to once more release my seed for the however many times I had done it that night.

      As Siv’s ass slid back down until she was lying flat on her stomach, I pulled my dick free and sat back, placing my hands behind me so I didn’t fall. I glanced at Siv. She wasn’t moving. Grabbing her feet, I gently rolled her onto her back. Her wings were a bit of a problem, but once she was on her back, I found that her eyes were closed and her chest was rising and falling.

      The others were asleep too. Kari was still lying on top of Fay, their tits smashed together as they slept. Even Lin was asleep, which surprised me a little because she normally kept me up all night, but I guess today was just too tiring for her.

      Seeing how everyone was asleep, I began putting them all to bed. I lifted them up one by one and placed them under the covers. Lin was the hardest to lift because she was so damn heavy—not that I would ever tell her this. Once they were all in bed, I climbed in as well.

      As if they could sense their new situation, all four women moved together, enclosing around me. I felt a tail wrap around my body, two pairs of arms wrap around my arms, and breasts press into my shoulders. Siv somehow crawled on top of me and nuzzled her face into my chest.

      Surrounded by these four beautiful and amazing women, my exhaustion finally caught up to me. I was honestly shocked I had lasted this long. Wasn’t I complaining earlier that I wanted to die?

      As I closed my eyes, I thought about all the things I had done and all the things I still needed to do. I had prevented Kari’s marriage to Grant, saved Nevaria from the Demon Beast Invasion, and made sure Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv were as strong as they could be. I had also learned a lot more about my enemies.

      But this wasn’t the end of it. Not by a long shot. I wanted to rescue the Dweorgs living in Niðavellir. I wanted to travel to the Northern Plains and establish a connection between Midgard and Nevaria. I also wanted to defeat the Sekbeists once and for all.

      However, above all of that, I wanted—no, I needed—to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm before he could become a threat to everyone I loved.

      But those were thoughts for later. For now… I really needed to sleep.

      I was so tired.

      
        
        To Be Continued...

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 14!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review to help other potential readers make a decision on whether to read this story or not. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach many readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime kiddies.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      I almost can’t believe it, but here we are—the end of Act III.

      I’ve mentioned it before, but WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior will be 7 acts in total. Act III marks the conclusion to several separate plot points.

      The first among those plots is the romance surrounding Eryk and his women. They have finally tied the knot, gotten hitched, become one in mind, body, soul, and on paper. Lol. Those certificates are super important, you know?

      Second among the plots, and probably even more important than the marriage, is the end of the dreams. I placed these dreams on here for many reasons, and I’ve already shared them in previous afterwords, so I won’t get into that. The last dream in this volume happens immediately before the fight scene in chapter 1 of volume 1. There will be no more dreams henceforth.

      The dream sequences have always gotten mixed reviews. Some people love them, some hated them, and some don’t care one way or the other. Regardless of your feelings on them, I hope you can continue to enjoy this story going forward.

      There are still a few more plot threads I haven’t closed yet. For example, the Ddrage Family is still around. I plan to deal with them eventually, but for now, I plan to have Eryk and his wives move on from Nevaria. That’s right. The next act will have them leave Nevaria to begin traveling. I hope you’re excited for that.

      Now, let me send some thanks to all the people who have helped make this possible.

      Thank you Crystal and Abbey for editing and proofreading this story. I appreciate how you point out not only mistakes you found in my spelling and grammar but also continuity issues.

      And I can’t forget my artist. Thank you so much for sticking with me, Mykel! I know this series has had some serious ups and downs with the art. A certain company who shall not be named made me remove all my NSFW/sex scenes, which I think was the reason we got together on this project. I’m glad you’re sticking with me.

      And thank you, readers, for continuing to support me by buying, reading, and reviewing my books. You’re awesome and you should know it. I hope that you’ll enjoy me in the next volume as Eryk, Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv travel through the Endless Desert!

      
        
        ~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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