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            SHARAWAJI MUBARAZA

          

        

      

    

    
      While we didn’t have anything to do in Muqadas now that the Sea People threat was taken care of, we had paid for several days’ worth to stay in the noble’s suite. It would have been a shame to not use up those days in such a nice place. We decided to lounge around until it was time to leave.

      I divided that time evenly amongst the girls—and Zane, who I was still training.

      Since Kari was the one who loved exploring, we often traveled out to sea on a small ship and went diving. Our journeys took us to many coral reefs and underground caves. Sometimes, we ran afoul Demon Beasts, but none of them were beyond B-rank. We, of course, did not find anything too extraordinary. There were no hidden underwater ruins. Kari said she wasn’t at all disappointed, that simply going out with me was what she wanted, but I could tell she had been secretly hoping to find something like the legendary underwater city of Atlantis.

      Kari was very easy to read.

      Lin was my eater; she loved trying new foods, so we ended up spending most of our time wandering the markets, buying food from stalls, and visiting any restaurants we could. Several places actually kicked us out because she ate their entire supply of meat.

      It was a little difficult traveling with Lin because the people in the Endless Desert didn’t like her. We got a number of ugly looks, which sometimes meant I had to get ugly. I wondered how those people felt when they discovered that it was me, not Lin, who they needed to be wary of.

      By comparison, Fay was much easier to please. We didn’t have to go exploring or go out on eating extravaganzas. Sometimes, we went with Raul to a park, while other times, we would spar together, and occasionally, we would simply find a quiet place to rest and fall asleep in each other’s arms. Of course, when we sparred, we made sure to stay as far away from the city as possible. We didn’t do that our first time and the army came out thinking they were under attack.

      I don’t think I’ll ever forget the looks on the soldiers’ faces when they realized it was just two people sparring.

      Qawuin had not been pleased.

      Out of all my wives, Siv was the easiest to please because she didn’t like going outside. It actually took me more effort to make her walk around Muqadas than it did to just stay at home and cuddle on the couch or take baths together. About the only thing we did that involved going outside was flying. As a dragon—no, as a Drakvar—Siv absolutely loved taking to the skies. Sometimes, we would fly together and sometimes I would ride her back while she was in her dragon form.

      On that note, I learned through the grapevine that a large shadow had been spotted traveling over Muqadas. It had caused a serious panic from people thinking a new and powerful Demon Beast had appeared.

      Aside from spending time with my wives, the only other thing I did was train Zane. Since Lin was basically in charge of sparring with him, I took a handle on his education about Spiritualism, which was something Lin didn’t focus on much since her method of growing stronger differed from a human’s.

      “Since you’ve managed to complete the leaf floating exercise, we’re moving on to the water walking one,” I stated as we stood on the sandy shores of the same beach where that Demon Beast attacked us.

      My wives were present as well, but they were doing their own thing. Lin and Kari were playing in the water, Fay was nursing Raul as she rested in the shade of an umbrella, and Siv was… flying, I think. She had disappeared in the air not long after we arrived. I could only assume she was somewhere high above us.

      “And what will this help me with?” asked Zane.

      “Aside from increasing how much Spiritual Power you have and your control over it, you mean? Not much.” When Zane glared at me, I could only shrug my shoulders. “The amount of Spiritual Power you possess and how well you can control it is more important than anything else to a Spiritualist. To reach the Second State of Spiritualism, you must take your Spiritual Aura back into your body. For that, you not only need to have a lot of Spiritual Power, but your control over it must be precise.”

      “So this is to help me reach the Second State of Spiritualism?” Zane asked.

      “Isn’t that what most of my training has been for?” I was tempted to roll my eyes, but instead I pointed at the ocean. “Now, start by traveling onto the water. Remember to channel Spiritual Power into your feet and expel it outward.”

      Zane began walking into the water, but he either forgot to channel his Spiritual Power or wasn’t doing it right because he didn’t stand on the water’s surface. He looked at his feet, frowned, looked again, and then frowned even more.

      “Are you actually channeling Spiritual Power to your feet?”

      “Of course, I am!”

      “Then maybe try channeling more. You have to channel enough that you stay on top of the water’s surface. If you don’t channel enough, you’ll just sink.”

      It took Zane several tries before he managed to stand on the water’s surface. Of course, he only managed it for about a second, and then he’d fluctuate between sinking and having his feet get blasted out of the water when he channeled too much. Walking on an uncalm surface like an ocean meant having to constantly calculate how much Spiritual Power needed to be channeled, and that required incredibly precise control. He would eventually get the hang of it, to the point where making those calculations became instinct, but until that time came, he’d have a hard time of it.

      “Ha ha ha! You fell!”

      “Shut up! I’d like to see you do better!”

      “Hmph. This princess would be happy to show you how it’s done.”

      I wasn’t sure what impressed me more: How Lin managed to do the water walking exercise even though she didn’t have feet, or how far Zane’s jaw dropped when he saw her doing it?

      At long last, after spending another five days in Muqadas, our group finally began the journey back to Cairo.

      We had a wedding to crash.
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        * * *

      

      Rania stood motionless in the middle of a large room as several people bustled around her. They were the maidservants of her clan, people she had known for almost her entire life, and right now, they looked about as miserable as she felt.

      “We’ve finished adjusting your dress, My Lady,” her head servant said.

      “Thank you. How do I look, Anat?”

      Anat was a middle-aged woman with skin several shades lighter than her own. She wore a red skirt that wrapped around her wide hips, a thick strip of linen that formed an X-shape across her chest and back, and sandals on her small feet. Rania thought she was a beautiful woman. She should have been married by now, but instead, she was helping a woman two times younger than her marry a man she didn’t love.

      It was tragic.

      “You look… very sad,” Anat admitted.

      “I guess my smile isn’t enough to fool you,” Rania sighed as though exhausted. Truth be told, she was feeling quite tired, but it was her heart that had become this way.

      Anat gave her a sad smile of her own but didn’t say anything. Perhaps she knew that nothing she said could help now. No words of comfort would make Rania feel better.

      As depressing thoughts swam through her head like Sand Sharks, the door to her room opened and a man appeared on the other side. Her father. Dressed in a resplendent linen robe with a magnificent headpiece used only for ceremonial purposes, her father’s dignified bearing was nothing short of astounding—or it would have been, if the smile on his face weren’t so fixed.

      “You look beautiful,” he said as he walked into the room.

      “Thank you, Father.”

      Neither of them was unaware of the other’s feelings. Her father had to know she had no desire to marry Ammon, just like she knew her father was not happy with this arrangement. Rania was even aware that he didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. The Malik Family and the Shuruq Family might be considered equal in the eyes of the commoners, but there was a vast difference in power between them.

      Reaching out with his hands, Rania’s father cupped her cheeks. His hands were large, warm, and somewhat rough from his travels. They reminded her of his hands.

      “I am sorry,” he said in a voice so soft that nobody but she could hear it. “I wish… there was something I could do.”

      Rania sucked her tears back in as she placed her hands over his. “It is all right, Father. I understand you have no choice in the matter. I do not blame you.”

      “I knew you would say that.” His smile grew even sadder. “Somehow, that does not make me feel much better.”

      Rania hated what was happening, but she also didn’t want her father to blame himself. She opened her mouth, prepared to offer more false reassurances, and yet before a single word emerged from her lips, someone else walked into the room unannounced.

      “Now there is my lovely bride,” Ammon said as he gazed upon her with unfettered lust.

      Her father’s expression darkened. “What are you doing here, Ammon? You know of our traditions. The groom is not allowed to see the bride in her wedding dress until she is walking down the aisle. Do you intend to make a mockery of our traditions?!”

      “Relax, old man. Being so worked up like that can’t be good for your health.”

      Her father’s face was already quite red, but Ammon’s comments made it even redder. It looked like several blood vessels had popped.

      Ammon either didn’t know or didn’t care about how upset her father was. She was betting on the latter. This disgusting man seemed to enjoy riling people up to amuse himself. What’s more, because he was the eldest son of the Malik Family and its heir, he didn’t have to worry about her father or anyone else laying a hand on him. Attacking Ammon would be like committing suicide. The whole of the Malik Family would descend upon them like a plague of locusts if even one hair on this man’s head was harmed.

      He walked up to her, pushing past her father like he was just a pest, and grabbed her by the chin. His hand was rough and cold. It also burned like dry ice on her skin. She hated his hands. She hated him. The very sight of this man made her want to retch.

      “Hmmm… yes. You aren’t as pretty as some of the slaves I keep, but you’ll do nicely as my queen.” Rania tried her best to keep the anger off her face, but she must not have done a good job because the smirk on Ammon’s face grew wider. “There’s no need to look so upset. This is a grand occasion! The Malik and Shuruq Families are finally uniting in holy matrimony! Just think of the power we will wield once you and I marry. Why, it might not even be impossible to overthrow the emperor himself.”

      “You are talking treason, Ammon!” her father roared. “Get out! Get out right now and pray that I don’t call this entire wedding off!”

      “You wouldn’t do that.” Ammon grinned at the older man. “After all, my family has the power to crush yours. If you decide not to give me what I want, then I will simply ask my father to destroy your family and take it by force. I will see you at the wedding, my darling bride.”

      As Ammon left the room, Rania felt the blood drain from her hands as she clenched them into fists. Several tears tried to fall from her eyes. She did not let them. But on the inside, she was most certainly crying.

      I’m sorry, Zane. It looks like you and I will never be together.
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        * * *

      

      The wedding ceremony was to be held at the most prominent mosque in all of Cairo. The mosque was a place where the people of the Endless Desert worshiped the Great Overlords, gods who were said to have ruled over this world long ago and aided humanity when the Era of Chaos erupted.

      As a temple in honor of the gods, the mosque was a magnificent building. A minaret sat in one corner of the mosque’s structure, slender and beautifully crafted from limestone. Because of the heat, this structure featured an enclosed courtyard with several hanging gardens and a prayer hall. The flat roofs required columns to support them.

      Rania stared at the people gathered in the prayer hall as she and Ammon sat on a dais in front of the guests. She tried to present the image of a queen. However, she felt like a child trying to play at one. The man sitting beside her didn’t look so much like a king as he did an arrogant fool playing at being king. There was a smirk plastered on his face that demarcated not regality but arrogance and foolishness.

      Nobody spoke during the ceremony which, while joyous, was also a solemn occasion that demanded respect. The many silent guests stared at her and Ammon with wide eyes. Many looked joyful. She could only imagine what they were thinking. The Malik and Shuruq Families, two of the four strongest families in the Endless Desert, were being joined together. Surely this was a joyous occasion? Surely this would bring greater prosperity to both families?

      They had no idea how wrong they were.

      The sharbat was being passed around to the guests, who drank in the bride and groom’s health. Once that was done, she and Ammon would switch their rings from the right hand to the left index finger. After this ritual was done, they would cut their ring fingers, place a drop of blood into the other’s chalice, and drink to each other. Then the ritual would be complete. They will have become married, and the festivities would begin after that.

      Rania did not feel like celebrating.

      Everyone soon drank the sharbat and it was now time to switch rings. Ammon switched from the left hand to the right without hesitation, but Rania was slow to move hers. Her soon-to-be husband frowned at her. However, he did nothing else. Arrogant though he might have been, he at least understood the need to keep up a pretense.

      Just as she removed her ring, the doors leading into the prayer hall exploded. It was such a shocking occurrence that no one, not even the guards, was able to do anything as five people walked into the room.

      Well… one of them was slithering, but the rest walked into the room.

      “Who dares interrupt my wedding?!” roared Ammon, who leaped to his feet and glared at the five… though his glare ceased when he noticed who’d entered. His eyes became absent as he looked at the four beautiful women standing beside the man in front. It looked like he might start drooling at any second.

      Rania knew who these people were. They had only stayed at her house for a single night before leaving, but she could never forget such memorable people.

      “Lord Eryk?!” Her father stood to his feet and addressed the one with the highest standing who’d just entered. “What is the meaning of this?!”

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to ask Zane if you’d like to know what this is about,” Eryk said, shrugging as a smile lit up his face.

      “Zane?” Her father’s frown grew larger as he looked from Eryk to Zane. “What is this about?”

      “Lord Alshams, I apologize for interrupting the ceremony, but I believe this entire wedding to be a terrible farce,” Zane said. He walked past the gathered guests and toward the dais. “We all know what sort of man Ammon is. He is arrogant, foolish, and pompous. He cares not for anything other than satisfying his own lust. He is not worthy of Lady Rania’s hand in marriage. He is not even worthy of breathing the same air as her.”

      “This peasant is saying some awfully disrespectful things about me.” Ammon finally recovered from his absentminded state after hearing Zane’s words, his face set in an angry snarl. “A mere peasant dares to disrespect a noble? I will give you credit for your audacity, but you should know that such words cannot go unpunished. I’ll have your head for insulting me.”

      “You won’t have to go so far for that. I will gladly give it to you… if you manage to defeat me.” Zane unsheathed his khopesh and pointed it at the now purple-faced Ammon. “Ammon Malik of the Malik Family, I challenge you to Sharawaj Mubaraza. If you win, I will offer you my head. If I win, you will renounce your right to marry Lady Rania and never attempt to come near her again.”

      “Hmph. Why should I bother humoring a pissant like you?” asked Ammon, his expression dark as he crossed his arms.

      “Are you afraid?” asked Zane.

      “Afraid? Surely you jest. I merely do not wish to sully my honor by agreeing to this farce. Sharawaj Mubaraza? A peasant wishing to challenge a noble in an honor duel is even more of an insult than your previous words. I’ll not agree to a request like this, and you have no right to challenge me.”

      Rania bit her lip as the air in the mosque grew tense. She looked between Zane and Ammon. Her lover was glaring at Ammon with determination alight in his eyes. She’d never seen this fire before. What had happened after he disappeared? She could only wonder.

      Zane had disappeared after Eryk and his wives had left. She had wondered where he’d gone, but now it seemed like he had been traveling alongside Eryk. What had he been doing? Why did he leave? And why was he challenging Ammon to an honor duel when he surely knew he stood no chance of winning? Strong as Zane was, he did not come close to possessing Ammon’s unparalleled strength.

      “You will accept his challenge,” Eryk said at last, stepping forward in the now silent hall. Every person present turned toward him. Whispers broke out amongst the guests, all of whom wondered about this beautiful man standing before them. Rania would have snickered when she heard one of them shout, “That person is a man?!”, but the situation was so tense she found no humor in those words.

      “Oh?” Ammon looked at Eryk and licked his lips. “And why should I accept his challenge?”

      “Because…”

      Eryk smiled, but it was a cold smile, a merciless smile, a smile of death.

      At that moment, just as Eryk smiled at Ammon, an intense and undeniably overbearing pressure slammed into her. Rania felt as if her chest were being crushed. Her breath was stolen from her lungs. Her mind darkened. She was unable to stand up straight and fell onto her hands and knees, her entire body shaking as sweat permeated her brow. With what little strength she had left, she looked up and found everyone else—even her father—was also being forced onto the ground.

      Everyone except Eryk and the women with him.

      While she and the others had it bad, none of them were worse off than Ammon, whose face had drained of blood and whose body had begun shaking uncontrollably. Blood leaked from his mouth. Whether that was because he had bitten his tongue or because he was suffering internal injuries was unknown. Rania felt like her organs were being crushed. She could only imagine how this man, who was the recipient of Eryk’s ire, must have felt.

      And then, within this silence brought about by his overwhelming strength, Eryk spoke again.

      “If you do not agree to the Sharawaj Mubaraza, I will simply annihilate you and your entire family. Now choose. Accept the duel or die.”

      Those words would have normally made everyone laugh. This man was threatening the strongest of the Four Great Families with death? Just who did he think he was? Did he have a death wish? Yet no one was laughing right now. No one could even think to laugh. The intense Spiritual Pressure threatening to crush their bodies told everyone present that this man had the power to follow through on his threat.

      What choice did Ammon have but to accept?

      “F-fine…” Ammon gritted his teeth as he struggled to remain conscious. “I will… accept his challenge of Sharawaj Mubaraza.”

      The moment Ammon accepted, the pressure threatening to crush everyone vanished as if it never existed. It was such a sudden change that Rania felt a shiver run down her spine. Everyone else stared at Eryk with blatant horror on their faces.

      Eryk smiled. “Good. The challenge will take place tomorrow. I’ll leave it to you to sort out the details.”

      Without a backward glance at the still-pale Ammon, Eryk and his four wives left the completely silent mosque. Only after they vanished did the place become lively again, but this time, what was spoken of was not the wedding. It was instead of the incredible Spiritual Pressure that Eryk had displayed.

      “D-did you feel that? It felt like my entire body was being crushed into paste!”

      “You don’t need to state the obvious. We all felt it, same as you.”

      “Who was that man?”

      “I do not know. I’ve never seen such a beautiful man before, but his strength was undeniable.”

      “Do you think he’s single?”

      “Doubtful. A man that beautiful would never be without women. Did you see those women with him? I bet they are part of his harem.”

      Well… some of the women were talking about Eryk’s appearance rather than his strength, but that was natural. He was a beautiful man. Even Rania thought so.

      While the rest of the people were talking about Eryk, Rania looked over at Zane as he stood there, his eyes locked onto her.

      For the first time since her marriage was announced, she felt hope.
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        * * *

      

      A stage had been prepared for the Sharawaj Mubaraza. Located in the center of the city, the building where members of society dueled to settle disputes and reclaim lost honor was large enough to seat around 20,000. Quite a few of those seats were currently filled.

      Being the guests of honor—sort of—we were allowed to sit with Alshams and his family, though they did not look pleased.

      “What possessed you to help him?” Alshams asked, a frustrated expression marring his face.

      “I have my reasons,” I said.

      The chairs were pretty comfortable, though they were not as soft as some of the other chairs I’d sat on. My wives were sitting around me—all except Lin, who had decided to cheer Zane on. She leaned over the edge, cupped her hands, and shouted at the man.

      “You’ve got this, Zane! Kick that prick’s ass! Prove to this princess that training you was worth it!”

      Zane did not look particularly happy about Lin’s cheering, but he didn’t seem very upset by it either.

      “Well, then, could you maybe explain your reasons?” asked Alshams. “I would like to hear them, Lord Eryk.”

      I glanced at Kari and Fay. Both of them were sitting on either side of me while Siv sat on my lap. The dragon girl was so small that I still had a perfect view of the arena. I only had to be wary of her wings and tail. Her tail had wrapped around my waist, while her wings were folded against her back. When my two wives noticed me looking at them, they both smiled and nodded.

      “Fay and Kari here were both in arranged marriages,” I admitted. “They were being forced to marry the same person, someone neither of them wished to marry. Zane reminds me of myself during that time. He does not want Rania to marry Ammon. He is willing to do everything in his power to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      Alshams sighed. “I should have known he would do something like this. He and Rania have always been fond of each other.”

      “Wait. Father? You knew?” Rania asked, her eyes wide and her face red.

      Giving his daughter an exasperated smile, he said, “Rania, you two might have believed you were being subtle, but there are many servants and guards wandering the estate even during the night. It was impossible for them not to notice you both slipping out to the training ground so you could meet.” While his daughter’s face looked like someone had lit it on fire, Alshams glanced back at me. “When he disappeared, I assumed Zane had run away out of anguish… but it seems you have been training him.”

      “I have,” I said.

      “Can he win?”

      “I’d say the chances are fifty-fifty,” I admitted. “Zane has grown a lot stronger in the time he’s been away. I’d say he might be a little stronger than Ammon. But Ammon has been at the Second State of Spiritualism for much longer. He has more experience. Whether Zane can win will largely depend on how well he can counter his opponent’s tactics.”

      “He has the elemental advantage,” Fay said as she narrowed her eyes. Her pupils were currently glowing red instead of green. “Zane’s elemental affinity is earth. Ammon’s is fire. While fire is weaker to water than anything else, earth is still strong against fire.”

      “So it will all come down to fate,” Alshams said.

      While the father seemed calm, the daughter looked like a nervous wreck, wringing her hands together as her mothers, brothers, and sister sat around her. It was hard to tell what they were thinking. While the siblings just seemed confused, Alshams’ wives looked like they were a fairly mixed bag. That said, I was pretty sure his youngest wife, Lapis, was over the moon about this whole situation.

      The battle started not long after the crowd settled down. I didn’t pay much attention to the banter between Ammon and Zane that happened near the start. Nobles everywhere were pretty much the same. If I had to take a guess, I would say Ammon was talking about how foolish Zane was for daring to challenge him to a duel, that he should give up now, and maybe if he did, Ammon would spare his life. That was pretty standard noble diatribe.

      Ammon looked about the same as I remembered from my previous life. He was a man with dark skin, dark eyes, and dark hair. The handsome features of an aristocrat made him look like an amiable person, but the ugly smirk on his face and the arrogance in his eyes let anyone know he was no saint.

      Zane said something and it must have angered Ammon because the noble darted forward. He didn’t charge at Zane. After taking two steps forward, he spun around, stomped on the ground three times, then threw a punch. Fire erupted from the fist and took the shape of a Sand Shark. It raced toward Zane.

      Stomping on the ground and clapping his hands together in a rhythmic pattern, Zane knelt and slammed his hands against the arena floor, creating a wall of earth that rose from the floor and blocked the fire shark. Ammon’s attack slammed into the wall. The wall held, which caused Ammon’s face to become twisted in anger.

      Fire erupted from his body as he entered the First State of Spiritualism. His Spiritual Aura activated, resembling a small flame flickering around his body. It was a decently powerful flame too. The ground around him began glowing red, though it did not melt.

      Zane also activated his Spiritual Aura. The brown aura encasing his body like armor looked closer to a second set of clothes than a flame. That was simply how the earth element acted.

      Ammon seemed shocked, so much so that he actually shouted.

      “You’ve reached the First State of Spiritualism?!”

      It must have been a surprise. Most people who practiced Spiritualism never reached the first state, which was the state necessary to begin training. The primary reason this state was so hard to reach was that few people had the Spiritual Power necessary to activate their Spiritual Aura.

      Zane didn’t say anything as he launched himself at Ammon and engaged the man in hand-to-hand combat. Since this was a duel, they were not allowed to use their khopesh, so as to avoid killing each other. It was still possible one of them would die. A stray Spiritual Technique hitting them in the right place could easily kill them, but it was possible to survive that. Being impaled through the chest was much harder to survive.

      The two traded numerous strikes, and it became clear to me that Zane was slightly better than Ammon. He blocked the man’s fists whenever he could. When he couldn’t, he just took the hit and delivered an even more punishing blow. Even now, I couldn’t stop smiling as Ammon decked Zane across the face, only to wheeze and spit out bile as Zane slammed a fist into his gut.

      “That’s the way to do it!” Lin cheered before turning around to grin proudly at them all. She had even gone so far as to place her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest. “It seems this princess’s training really has paid off.”

      “You trained him?” Alshams asked in surprise, glancing from me to Lin.

      “This princess helped him with his hand-to-hand combat,” Lin stated with a prideful smirk. She said that, but she’d spent more time beating Zane senseless than she did training him. “Darling taught him about Spiritualism.”

      “And what did you do to make Zane so formidable that he could stand up to Ammon?” asked Rania, unable to hold herself back.

      “Hmhmhm.” Lin’s breasts shook a little as she laughed. “This princess taught Zane how to be tough and take a hit.”

      While the members of the Shuruq Family didn’t look like they knew how to take her statement, I understood what Lin meant. She was strong. While Siv was physically the strongest among them and Fay was easily the most talented fighter, Lin was the second strongest of my wives. I had once seen her destroy a two-meter-thick wall with a single punch. Getting hit by her would definitely toughen someone up. It would also hurt. A lot.

      The battle continued. The fight was growing more fierce. Ammon seemed to have realized he couldn’t win with his martial arts, so he opted to back up and attack with Spiritual Techniques. However, Spiritual Techniques required precise, dance-like movements in order to execute. They were easy to disrupt.

      Zane was not letting him use his Spiritual Techniques, keeping a close distance between them and lashing out with several swift punches. One of his fists clipped Ammon’s shoulder. The man spun and fell to the ground. This caused the crowd to laugh. Their howling laughter made Ammon blush in shame.

      “Th-that does it!” Ammon shouted. “I have had it up to here with you! I will make you regret ever being born!”

      The Spiritual Aura surrounding Ammon reversed course and appeared to sit on his skin. He gnashed his teeth for a moment before the aura disappeared, though a soft red glow still remained. He had just entered the Second State of Spiritualism.

      “Two people can play this game!” Zane shouted as he also sucked in his Spiritual Aura.

      Ammon was shocked.

      “You’ve reached the Second State of Spiritualism?! How?! How can a mere peasant—No, it doesn’t matter! I will crush you no matter what!”

      “I’d like to see you try!”

      Ammon and Zane ran at each other again and clashed in the center of the arena. A shock wave rippled across the ground as their fists met. Then they were off, throwing punches and kicks with reckless abandon. Zane blocked a kick with his forearm, knocked Ammon off balance, and tried to throw a kick at his opponent’s head. It was a bad move. Ammon just ducked underneath the kick. Then he came up and slammed a powerful uppercut into Zane’s jaw. Blood flew from his mouth as he stumbled backward, though he did not fall.

      “No! Zane!” Rania shouted when she saw this.

      Zane must have heard her, for he looked her way, but that was a mistake. Ammon lanced a powerful punch square on Zane’s solar plexus.

      The man gasped as he stumbled back. He tried to gain some distance, but Ammon didn’t relent, sending a barrage of powerful attacks that Zane could not completely fend against. A fist hit his cheek. A bruise appeared over his left eye as it swelled shut. More and more attacks landed.

      Rania bit her lip.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Zane is preparing a Spiritual Technique,” Fay announced.

      All eyes turned toward her.

      “What? He is?” Lapis asked in shock. The other wives glared at her, but she didn’t pay them any mind. “It looks to me like he is just getting beaten up.”

      Fay shook her head and gestured toward the fight. “Look at his hands. See how they are moving in a pattern? He could have blocked some of those attacks but chose to take them so he can use this technique. My guess is he realized he won’t win the longer this fight continues.”

      Lapis and Rania looked back at the arena, looking at Zane’s hands, which were indeed moving in idiosyncratic patterns that resembled a dance. Neither of them knew what was coming, but I recognized this technique. It was one of the few I’d taught him.

      Ammon landed another punch that sent Zane reeling—or so it appeared. The man flew backward as though he’d been hit hard. Ammon, secure in his victory, didn’t follow up and instead began mocking Zane, who suddenly knelt on the ground as though he could no longer stand.

      Zane placed his hands on the ground.

      A massive hand rose from the arena floor in front of Zane.

      It came down with a thunderous crash, right on top of the shocked Ammon, squashing the man flat. The arena rumbled. The stands shook. Ammon, now lying underneath the hand, twitched a few times but did not get back up.

      Needless to say, Zane was announced as the winner.
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        * * *

      

      “I truly owe you. Were it not for you, my daughter would have been forced into an unhappy marriage. You probably don’t know this, but Ammon is well known among the nobles for how he buys and abuses slaves,” said Alshams.

      “It was no trouble. And besides, Zane is the one you really need to thank. He trained hard to save Rania,” I said.

      “That might be true, but you went through the trouble of training him. He would never have succeeded without you, and my daughter would likely be Ammon’s slave in all but name.”

      It was several days after the battle between Zane and Ammon. Because so many people had borne witness to Ammon accepting the duel, the man had no choice but to accept his loss, and so he had left not long after waking up. I could have killed him. In fact, I felt like I should probably kill him, but this was not my nation. I had no obligation to these people and killing him would bring me more trouble than it was worth right now.

      A large party was hosted after Ammon left, and Alshams announced that as per the agreement made during the duel, he was reneging on Rania’s engagement to Ammon. He also announced that Zane would become her new fiancé, though they would not marry for several years.

      Up to now, Zane had been nothing but a mere bodyguard. He did not have the qualifications to become Rania’s husband. Alshams planned to teach him how to manage the various businesses that his family possessed. Once he proved his worth, Alshams would allow him to marry Rania.

      Thinking about Ammon made me remember what I had seen in my previous life. Back then, he had become the head of his family. I don’t remember seeing Rania when I raided his mansion and discovered Queen Medusa. It was possible she had already died at that point. I had heard stories of noble women being married off to abusive husbands and killing themselves, or being killed by their abusers.

      Of course, it was also possible I had just not seen her. I could admit that I was not in the right state of mind back then.

      “What will you do now?” asked Alshams.

      I looked at Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv.

      Lin was talking to Zane and Rania. She made wide gesticulations that looked like she was pounding something into the ground. If I were to judge their conversation based on a combination of her gestures, Zane’s grimace, and Rania’s giggles, Lin was probably telling the story of Zane’s tort—er, training.

      Kari chatted away with Alsham’s wives, particularly Lapis. The youngest among them seemed the most enthusiastic to hear Kari’s stories of our many journeys. The others looked like they were only paying attention to seem respectful. Not that my wife cared. She was focused mostly on Lapis anyway.

      As the two least talkative in my group, Fay and Siv simply stood together with a glass of wine in hand. Fay quietly said a few words to Siv, who nodded and smiled. Raul was with them. The little boy was wide awake and eying everything like it was brand new. He almost managed to get a hold of the wine in Fay’s hand, but she gently pushed his little arms away.

      “We’ll continue our journey starting tomorrow. Our destination is quite far, and we have spent more than enough time here already,” I said. We had spent more time in this area than I wished. While I was hoping our journey through the Endless Desert would be leisurely, I also didn’t want to spend too much time stuck in one place.

      Alshams sighed. “It’s a shame I cannot keep you here.”

      I smiled. “We have goals that extend beyond this desert, and to be honest, I’m not a huge fan of all this sand.”

      Alshams laughed. “At least you’re honest!”

      I had never been a fan of this desert, and not just because it was a harsh place where people were more likely to die of heat stroke or frostbite. Very few of my memories of my time here were pleasant. This was the place where I had experienced true powerlessness, the place where I realized my strength was not even enough to save one little boy. I suppose you could say I learned a harsh lesson, but a lesson at the expense of another’s life was not one I wanted to learn.

      I looked toward the east. Our destination was the Northern Plains. It was the largest area on the continent, boasting the largest population, and was also where I had discovered the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm’s resting place.

      Our first step would not be to go after the Great Overlord. I already knew we weren’t strong enough to fight him yet. What I wanted to do was establish a friendly relationship with the many sects of the Northern Plains. I’d set up my own sect, Nevarian Braves, and create a teleportation device that connected Nevaria and the Northern Plains together.

      I also wanted to research some subjects. There was a large library in the Northern Plains that was said to contain the entirety of human knowledge. I was hoping I could find some info on the Great Overlords. Supposing there was a Great Overlord for each realm, that meant there were at least nine Great Overlords. Were they all going to become my enemies like Ask, the Great Overlord of the First Realm, and the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm? I needed to find that out.

      There was so much to do, and while I knew we had plenty of time, I believed that the sooner we reached the Northern Plains and began our real task, the safer we would be. It would also be nice if I could reconnect with some familiar faces. Erica and Tungsten, in particular, were two people I wanted to befriend again.

      “Whatever the case, I wish you luck,” Alshams said, raising his glass of wine.

      “Thanks,” I said as I clinked my glass against his.
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        * * *

      

      We had set out on the road again. Kari, Fay, and I were sitting in the driver’s seat. Raul was on Fay’s lap as Kari kept hold of the reins.

      Because she could not sit on the driver’s seat due to her weight, Lin was instead basking in the sun atop the wagon, which was fortunately strong enough to hold her weight. At present, she was topless and lying on her stomach. Her eyes were closed. I assumed she was asleep.

      In the skies above us, Siv soared through the air with a flap of her wings. She was not in her dragon form. She flew past us like a streak of green, slowed down as our wagon moved past her, then overtook us once more as though she were a child running past her parents and waiting for them to catch up.
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“I’m a little disappointed that we won’t get to see Zane’s wedding,” Kari said as she cracked the reins a little. The Giga Monster released a strange huff like it was complaining as it subtly changed directions. “I mean, they even invited us to stay. We could have afforded to remain there for a few days, couldn’t we?”

      “I am also curious to know what weddings in the Endless Desert are like,” Fay admitted.

      “Even if we stayed for a few more days, the wedding won’t be for at least a year. I’d rather not stay a whole year just to see a wedding,” I said.

      “If you really want to know what a wedding is like, this princess will be happy to show you a Lamia wedding,” Lin said, eyes still closed. So she wasn’t sleeping. She was just lounging.

      “That would actually be pretty neat,” Kari said. “What are Lamia weddings like?”

      “Lamia host big weddings. After two Lamia give each other the Ring of Marji, everyone spends several nights celebrating the union. After the ninth day of partying, the newlywed couple is sent to the nesting grounds beneath the Lamia village, where the couple will mate until the woman is pregnant.”

      “So Lamia pregnancies are important to the marriage process?” asked an interested Kari.

      “Of course. Lamia do not give birth as often as humans do. Every marriage is very important and meant to be done with the intention of giving birth. If you marry someone and don’t have kids, then you are a disgrace among your own kind.”

      “But you haven’t had kids with Eryk yet,” Fay pointed out.

      “That is just because this princess hasn’t gotten pregnant yet! But she will! You’d better believe this princess will have Eryk knock her up good!”

      “I’m not sure you should be talking about how I’m going to knock you up,” I said with a sigh.

      “In fact, this is a great opportunity. Come on, Darling. Now that Zane is gone, you should use this opportunity to implant as much of your seed into this princess’s womb as you can.”

      “I certainly don’t mind having sex, but let’s at least wait until Raul is a little older before having a kid.”

      “But this princess wants babies now!”

      “Well, that’s too bad. I’ve already got my hands full with one baby and four wives. Plus, we’re traveling. Now is not the greatest time to have a kid.”

      Lin had always been rather adamant about having my children, and it seemed like part of the reason was due to its cultural significance. I felt a little bad that I hadn’t know this. To be fair, my experience with Lamia outside of Lin was not pleasant. Queen Medusa had tried to drain my Spiritual Power and use it to nourish her unborn child. Perhaps my reticence to learn more about Lamia came from those unpleasant memories.

      But while I understood her desire to have a child, there were many reasons right now to justify why we shouldn’t. I had no problem making babies with her. I just wanted to wait until our lives were more stable. At the very least, I wanted to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm first.

      Even having a child with Fay had been an accident. I might not regret it, but I did worry. What if the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm killed Raul like he had killed Kayli? I didn’t know if I could withstand the emotional trauma of losing a child twice.

      Of course, Lin did not seem to particularly care about this. She had not experienced what I had, so while she acknowledged my past life, she didn’t have a frame of reference to truly empathize with me. The only ones who could understand what I had gone through were Kari and Fay. One of them had experienced the same pain I did, while the other had seen the emotional damage that had been done to me after Kari and Kayli were gone.

      I would never blame Lin for not understanding. Our experiences had been vastly different. It was hard for someone who had never been through what you had to truly understand how you felt. That was why people often used the phrase “to walk a day in another’s shoes” to explain how you can only truly understand another person by experiencing life through their eyes.

      As Lin tried to convince me to make babies with her, Fay and Kari laughed. Raul, not knowing anything they were saying, laughed along with his two mothers.

      I looked far into the distance as Lin continued making her case about why I should impregnate her. The Northern Plains were about an eight month’s journey from our current location, give or take a few months. This included times we would have to stop for rest and to replenish our supplies. I wondered if we would make it within that time frame, or if another problem would occur that would keep us from leaving.
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      Having spent almost an entire month with Zane, it was interesting to finally be traveling with just my wives again.

      The feeling of the wagon rocking and tilting as it traveled over numerous dunes caused me to sway as I thrust my hips. My abdominals contracted with my movements. Each thrust caused sweat to roll off my body as I grunted with exertion. Fay, who was the recipient of each powerful hip thrust, moaned in a manner that was somehow both lewd and cute.

      I was sitting with my legs spread a bit, feet pressed firmly onto the mattress for leverage, with Fay’s back pressed against my chest as we sat on the bed, my hands underneath her thighs and spreading her legs apart. Her calves and feet shook with every thrust of my hips. Her breasts bounced. Her loud moans filled the wagon, which was empty of everyone, even our son.

      I had asked my other wives to wait outside.

      Today was Fay’s time with me.

      It had been a long time since Fay and I had sex; the biggest reason was, of course, that we had a son. Regardless of social status or anything else, childrearing was almost always left to the woman. There were many things a woman could do for a child that a man could not no matter how hard he tried or how much he wanted to.

      For example, I could not feed Raul. It didn’t matter how many times Raul bit my nipples, milk would not come out of them. This was something only Fay, currently lactating, could do. Simple biology prevented me from doing what Fay could.

      In fact, even at this very moment, milk was coming out of her nipples. They were normally inverted, but ever since she had Raul, they’d come out of their hiding places and stood at attention.

      I’d been sucking on them rather vigorously moments before, so I suppose that was my fault. Even now, the taste of her breast milk filled my mouth. Now it was dripping down her chest, over her firm stomach, and even down her crotch, coating my cock in an extra layer of lubrication.

      Fay’s breast milk tasted a lot like regular milk, but it was sweeter and had a milder flavor, mixed with what I thought might have been a hint of honey. It probably had something to do with her diet. While we ate a lot of meat, Fay had a soft spot for honey-flavored bread and other honey products.

      “Eryk—hyk! You’re pounding me! You’re—ahn! Ahn! Your dick is splitting me—hnnn! Haa! Haaa!—it's splitting me in half!”

      Fay’s screaming words caused my dick to swell inside of her. I was pretty surprised she could speak. I mean, it was taking everything I had not to cum. Her warm insides were wrapped around me like a velvet glove. Sensations like electricity raced through me every time I retracted and thrust my hips. The warm and loving embrace of her pussy were not something I could underestimate. What’s more, the way I had a perfect over-the-shoulder view of her breasts as they bounced up and down, releasing milk, was a sight that would remain burned in my vision for the rest of time.

      However, I knew I couldn’t last forever. My dick felt like it was growing even bigger as I thrust my hips at a swift pace, pounding her from this new position we had decided to try. A pressure was building in my balls as the sound of flesh slapping together echoed around the room. Our mixed sweat clung to my skin and added a delicious friction as she rubbed against me; the scent of her hair and body addled my mind and made me lose focus.

      Everything was going white.

      With the last of my concentration, I spread my legs apart to keep hers spread as well, then reached down and found the soft nub I was looking for. I gave it a firm rub. Fay, perhaps not anticipating this, threw her head back and screamed so loud I thought my eardrums might shatter. Her pussy spasmed around me. That was too much for me to take, and I blew my load inside of her.

      The last of my strength fled, and I fell back onto the bed. Fay was still laying on my chest, so she came with me, her legs growing limp, her arms becoming slack, and her red hair splaying across the bed sheets and my body like threads of fire.

      I took several deep breaths as I tried to regain my strength. My now flaccid dick slipped out of Fay’s pussy and spilled a mixture of my seed and her juices onto the bed. Neither of us cared, though that did make me think about something.

      “I’m so glad Kari taught you that anti-pregnancy Spiritual Technique.”

      I didn’t know how that technique worked. Presumably, it was something only women could use due to the unique functions of their body. Saying that, it wasn’t like I needed to know or even cared to know. It would prevent me from accidentally getting her pregnant again, and that was what mattered.

      Not that I was dissatisfied with my son. I loved Raul with all my heart. However, I didn’t want another child just yet.

      “Eryk…” Fay moaned as she regained her breathing.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “I can’t feel my legs.”

      I laughed as I placed my hands on the bed and used it to drag us both back, until my head was resting on the pillow. Fay’s legs looked like they had lost all their strength. They dragged across the bed like soggy noodles.

      Slipping out from under her, I laid her head down on the pillow, then rested on my side and just watched Fay as she struggled to keep her eyes open. We had been having sex for a long time now. I didn’t know how long, but it was long enough that I was certain my other wives were getting bored waiting outside.

      I placed a hand on her warm stomach and drew circles on her skin. Fay shuddered as I sent just a bit of lightning through her body, enough to make her wake up.

      “How do you feel now?” I asked.

      “Pleasant,” Fay sighed.

      “Well, I’m glad you liked it so much you can only speak in one-word sentences.” I rolled my eyes, but then kissed her cheek before resting my head on the pillow right next to her. “We don’t get many opportunities to do this anymore.”

      “We had sex… that one time,” Fay said, her cheeks turning scarlet.

      “Yeah… but I’m sure Kari coerced you into having that orgy.”

      “… It was her idea.”

      “See? I already knew that. She can be awfully devious when she wants to be.” I could feel a smile creeping on my face. Yes, my Primary Wife was incredibly cunning, though she mostly used it to convince Siv and Fay to join me and her in bed. I would have included Lin in that, but that woman needed no convincing. “In either event, I was talking about the two of us. It’s been a long time since it was just you and me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Fay said with an apologetic smile.

      “I don’t really think this is something to apologize over.” Wrapping my arm around Fay’s torso, I pulled the woman to me, hugging her close and burying my face in her hair. It was sweaty, but I didn’t mind that one bit. “We have a son now. He takes priority. Still, I’m glad we were able to make some time for this. I’ve missed being intimate with you.”

      “M-me too,” Fay said in a soft voice. She sounded embarrassed. “Er… being intimate, I mean, I have also missed it.”

      I could have teased her. I kind of wanted to, actually. However, I decided not to for right now. I was tired, comfortable, and the warmth of Fay’s body and the scent of her hair were lulling me to sleep.

      “Get some rest. We’ll have to go back to being parents when we wake up, but for now, I think we can leave Raul to the others,” I said. I was certain Fay would have agreed with me, but she had already fallen asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “So cute…”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “This princess did not know men could be so adorable.”

      “You also think this scene is cute, right Siv?”

      “… I do.”

      Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv were sitting on the bed. Perhaps due to her upbringing, Kari sat with her knees tucked underneath her, though she had leaned onto her side so her legs were spread and she was using her hand to remain upright. Fay simply sat cross-legged. Long hours of meditating like that had turned it into a habit. On the other hand, Lin took up more than a third of the bed, her long tail spread across the mattress. Siv was using the Lamia’s tail as a backrest, her legs spread out in front of her, dragon wings flapping a little.

      It was later in the evening. They had decided to stop traveling and get some rest. Despite having traveled for dozens or maybe even hundreds of kilometers, they had not run into a person, caravan, oasis, or town since leaving Cairo.

      The Endless Desert was a large expanse of sand dunes that appeared to stretch out endlessly. While there were indeed people living there, the population was much smaller than the Northern Plains or Nevaria. The harsh climate made it a difficult place to live. Only a few places like Cairo and Muqadas were truly prosperous and contained large populations, and they were only like that because of the abundance of water.

      Since they hadn’t found any place where they could stay before night fell, they had just decided to park their wagon in the middle of the dunes and sleep there. Their Giga Monster was also resting. Kari knew that if she were to look outside, she’d see the great beast of burden sound asleep next to a giant water bowl.

      At present, however, Kari had no interest in anything going on outside.

      She was looking at Eryk as he slept.

      Eryk had been playing with Raul today. They’d gone out flying with Siv, raced across the dunes with Lin, and then gone back into the wagon where Eryk read to the child until they had both grown tired. Now Eryk was sleeping on the bed, his arms spread out, and Raul lying on top of his chest.

      It was adorable.

      “Eryk always looks so vulnerable when he’s sleeping,” Kari said with a sigh. “I bet everyone back at the Nevarian Braves would be shocked if they knew how young and unguarded he looks.”

      “It doesn’t really seem like Darling, does it?” Lin asked. “Whenever he is awake, he’s always hard at work. If he’s not working to increase the power of our sect, then he’s trying to please us. It makes this princess realize that he’s never really had a chance to just rest.”

      “I think spending time with us is his rest.” Kari hummed and tilted her head. “But you do bring up a good point.”

      “Eryk does a lot for us, doesn’t he?” asked Fay in a soft voice, almost a whisper. She bit her lush lips as though in thought. “He has always put our needs before his own. I don’t think a single day has gone by where he hasn’t worked hard for our sakes. It makes me feel guilty because I don’t know how to pay him back.”

      “That’s the wrong way to think about this.” Kari wagged an admonishing finger at Fay. “Eryk does not support us the way he does so we can pay him back. He’s not expecting us to return the favor. He does things for us because he loves us. Trying to pay him back would only demean everything he’s done.”

      Fay rubbed her face as she smiled at Kari, though it was a weary smile, the kind people wore when they knew they had lost an argument and were resigning themselves. The mattress shifted a little as Fay uncrossed her legs and let them extend outward. She placed her hands behind her back, leaned against them, and stared at her feet as she wiggled her toes.

      “I know you’re right. I guess… I just wish there was something more that I could do for him.”

      “Don’t you already do enough?” asked Lin. “You give Eryk your unconditional love. You gave him a son. You support him when he needs help. This princess thought that’s what being married was all about.”

      “That’s a very simple way of looking at things.” Fay’s smile turned a little brighter. “But, yeah, I guess you are right.”

      “Of course, this princess is right. When isn’t she right?”

      “Quite often. Would you like me to name all the moments you were wrong?” asked Kari.

      “Th-there’s no need for that.”

      Kari, Fay, and Siv giggled while Lin puffed out her cheeks. Just as they were about to change topics, the two sleeping began to stir. Eryk furrowed his brow in discomfort and released a dissatisfied moan. At first, Kari thought he’d woken up because of the noise they were making, but then he spoke and those thoughts were washed away.

      “Who’s… biting my nipple? Stop…”

      At those words, Kari looked down to see that, indeed, Raul had latched onto Eryk’s nipple and was sucking on it as if expecting milk to come out. She held a hand to her mouth and tried to stifle her laughter.

      “It looks like someone is hungry.”

      Fay leaned over and grabbed Raul, who began crying the moment his mouth left Eryk’s chest. The crying stopped, fortunately, when Fay undid the strap on her shirt and brought his mouth to her nipple. Raul latched on immediately. The sound of him gulping down milk rang audibly through the wagon.

      As she looked at her family, Kari thought about everything she had been through. Her previous life had been one filled with joy but also pain. The disappearance of Fay, her forced marriage to Grant Leucht, the death of her family, the destruction of Nevaria, and everything that happened afterward. While she and Eryk had been able to find happiness in that life, it had come at such a great cost.

      By contrast, in her current life, Kari’s family was still alive, Nevaria still stood, and her family had grown to include her best friend, a Lamia girl who was like a petulant younger sister, and a beautiful dragon girl who was the silent beauty type. While her days were busy, every day was fun. Kari had never felt more free in either of her lives.

      All of this was thanks to Eryk. He had come back in time somehow, through an unknown means, and worked his hardest to give her all the things she had lost in their first life. If she thought like Fay, then the debt she owed Eryk was something she could never repay.

      She was probably fortunate in that regard. All she wanted was to remain by his side along with the rest of their family. She wanted to travel with him, grow older with him, have kids with him, and spend the rest of her days by his side. Kari was pretty certain that was all Eryk wanted too.

      “Is something on your mind, Big Sister?” asked Lin.

      Shaking her head to free her mind from thoughts of her past life, Kari looked over at Lin.

      “No, I was just thinking about how lucky I am to have all of you in my life,” she said, and then she smiled.

      “Yeah? This princess feels pretty lucky, too.”

      Eryk would eventually wake up and join them for a meal, but the girls would talk about things they’d never share with him until that time came.
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        * * *

      

      I had never seen all there was to see in the Endless Desert. This place was so vast that exploring every corner of it sounded impossible for one person to accomplish in his or her lifetime.

      While the majority of the Endless Desert was nothing but sand, sand, and more sand, that did not mean sand dunes were all it had. Cities sparsely dotted the land. They were few and far between, so it normally took months just to travel from one city to the next. That time could be decreased by using Struts. The large, bird-like Demon Beasts were capable of traveling quickly across the sand dunes thanks to their taloned feet. In comparison, the Giga Monster our group was using to pull our wagon was not really meant for traveling over such fine grains of sand, so our pace was considerably slower.

      I didn’t mind that so much. It was true that I wanted to reach the Northern Plains as soon as possible, but that didn’t mean we didn’t have time. In my previous life, the Sekbeist Invasion of the Northern Plains had not happened until I was well into my thirties, and I was only nineteen right now.

      “We should be coming up on an oasis soon,” I told Kari as we sat in the driver’s seat. I had a map of the Endless Desert resting on my lap. According to Alshams, this map was the most current and detailed one that could be found in today’s market. And it was fairly detailed. It even showed the location of every known oasis.

      “Siv.” As her name was called, Siv came down from the sky and looked expectantly at Kari. “There should be an oasis up ahead. Can you please scout the area and make sure there aren’t any problems?”

      Siv nodded once. “I’ll be back soon.”

      With a flap of her wings, Siv sped up, flying so far ahead that she had become nothing but a tiny speck on the horizon.

      While we waited for Siv to return, I glanced at the compass to make sure we were still traveling northeast.

      Nevaria was located at the southernmost point of the continent. It would technically be considered the southwest. The only thing you’d find if you traveled south of Nevaria were a few peninsulas. To reach the Endless Desert, travelers would leave through Nevaria’s east gate. You could take the south or north gates too, but that forced you to loop around the city-state. After that, you had to travel northeast through the vast stretch of desert to reach the Northern Plains.

      Several minutes after she left, Siv returned. She came back faster than I had expected, but when I saw the pale look on her face, I knew something had happened.

      “Bad news,” she said before either myself or Kari could ask what was wrong. “A caravan is being attacked by a group of Lamia.”

      “WHAT?!”

      The screech had not come from me or Kari but Lin. The girl suddenly poked her head out of the window near the driver’s seat and glared at Siv, her fangs glinting with an ominous light in the sun. It was enough to make Siv flap her wings to back away.

      “What’s this about Lamia attacking a caravan?”

      Siv shook a little, but she answered Lin’s question all the same. “There is a caravan near the oasis. A group of Lamia are attacking it.”

      “How many?” I asked.

      “Five.”

      That wasn’t a lot for us, but a caravan would have a hard time dealing with so many of them. Lamia were naturally stronger than humans. All of them were born at the First State of Spiritualism, and even a human at the same state would be weaker than a Lamia. They also didn’t need to use movements and dances to activate Spiritual Techniques, making them far more deadly than a normal Spiritualist.

      “What should we do, Eryk?” asked Kari.

      I thought for a moment before making a decision. “I’ll go on ahead and deal with the attack. You continue your course and catch up when you can.”

      Kari nodded at my suggestion, but Lin interrupted us before she could say something. “This princess is going with you.”

      A single glance at Lin told me she was dead set on traveling alongside me, and while I could have told her not to, I knew she’d be resentful. I also knew she was capable of taking care of herself.

      Besides, having a Lamia with me could help resolve the problem without violence.

      “All right. You and I will deal with this.”

      Once I said that, Lin’s face lit up before she disappeared from the window. She emerged from the back of the wagon moments later and slithered over to the driver’s seat as I hopped onto the ground.

      “This princess is traveling there now.”

      Immediately after speaking, Lin sank into the sand dunes—no, she merged with the sand, becoming a part of it. Merging with the earth like this was something only someone who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism could do. When Lin merged with the earth like this, she could feel everything that was happening above and below the ground. She could sense footsteps, the grass as it swayed, the roots of trees digging into the soil, and the water lapping at the shore of a lake or beach. Of course, she could also use it to nearly instantly travel from one location to the other.

      Since it looked like Lin was already gone, I transformed my entire body into the lightning element and took off after her.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Lin merged with the earth, she felt the wagon and Giga Monster as they traveled over the sand dunes. They were the closest objects to her. As she stretched out her awareness, she felt even more; the Sand Sharks far beneath the surface, the Desert Crawler even further below that, and the subterranean rivers flowing under the ground. Past those she felt the oasis.

      Several people were near the oasis. Just like Siv had said, there were about ten humans fighting against five Lamia—two humans for each Lamia. Neither side had died yet. However, Lin knew that if something wasn’t done soon, someone would die and the hatred between humans and Lamia would continue unabated.

      Lin first decided to separate the humans and Lamia from each other, to prevent them from continuing to fight. Spiritual Power flowed through her body as her will seeped into the desert sands. Within her mind, she pictured several large walls erupting from the ground, large enough that neither side could climb over them and thick enough that no one could break through them.

      Her will made it so.

      Thanks to her connection to the earth, she could sense the walls being formed, though she could not see them as her eyes were currently useless. She also couldn’t hear. Her ears were useless since, at present, she didn’t have ears or even a body. She was the sand and the sand was her. However, thanks to that merging, she could feel the vibrations traveling through the earth, the tremors of the ground as several walls rose to separate the Lamia and humans from each other.

      Once that was done, Lin selected the first Lamia nearby as her target. She willed the sand to move. It rose over the Lamia’s tail, wrapped around her body, and created a cocoon that covered everything except her head. Then she did the same to the other four Lamias.

      Finally, Lin emerged from the sand right in front of the first struggling Lamia, a woman who was quite a bit older than Lin herself, though it was hard to tell. Her face was shaped more harshly than Lin’s. She had a pointed chin, shallower cheeks, and a flat nose. Her black hair was cropped short. Lin thought she looked vaguely familiar, but she put that out of her mind as she placed her hands on her hips and confronted this woman.

      “You are causing a lot of problems here. This princess does not know what you think you are doing, but Darling does not approve of humans and Lamia fighting. Therefore, you will stop at once. If you do not, then do not blame this princess for beating you black and blue.”

      While the contention between humans and Lamia would never be solved by a single resolved incident, it was Lin’s hope that continuously seeking a peaceful resolution would cause the hatred between their two species to disappear. It might take hundreds of years; however, Lin was willing to work toward this goal.

      The Endless Desert might no longer be her home, but it was still the place where she had been born.

      Lin’s words caused the Lamia to stop struggling and stare at her, which was a bit unnerving. She was used to being stared at by this point in time. However, the way this woman’s eyes widened like she was staring at an apparition was very disturbing.

      Lin was just about to admonish this woman for gawking at her when the Lamia spoke.

      “P-Princess Lin? Is that… is that really you?”

      The words made Lin look more closely at this woman. She stared for several seconds, her eyes narrowed, but then they widened as she leaned back on her tail. A jolt traveled from the tip of her tail all the way to her brain.

      “Aliya?! That’s you, isn’t it? You’re… alive?”

      “Yes!” Aliya gazed at Lin with a look of fervent longing, almost like she was about to start crying. Lin suspected the only thing keeping this woman from lunging at her was the fact that she was currently completely encased in a cocoon of sand. “Princess… I cannot believe… I’m so happy you’re alive!”

      Lin felt so many mixed emotions as she stared at this woman. She was, of course, happy to see Aliya alive and well. She had been certain Aliya was dead. At the same time, mixed in with her feelings of joy was an unsettling ball of guilt that caused her stomach to clench, making her feel ill.

      “Aliya…” With but a thought, the sand encasing the woman crumbled. As Aliya stared in shock at how fast she was freed, Lin clasped her hands in front of her body and bowed. “This princess is very sorry!”

      “Huh?” Aliya sounded confused.

      Lin continued. “Because of her… because this princess wanted to sneak out and see a human settlement… she was attacked, and you and the others were forced to pay for her stupid actions. This princess… cannot apologize enough for what happened.”

      Aliya gawked at Lin for what felt like hours, though she knew it was just her mind playing tricks on her, extending her perception of time. Darling had once explained to her the concept of how time could be perceived differently based on her emotions, but she never understood it. The woman eventually sighed. Then she smiled and came forward, wrapping her arms around Lin’s head and bringing it to her chest.

      “It seems you have grown a lot since I last saw you. Please do not fret, princess. What matters now is that you are safe.”

      Lin froze for a moment, but then wrapped her arms around this woman and hugged her back, burying her face into Aliya’s chest. The other Lamia’s skin was warm from the sun. However, it felt like another warmth was permeating Lin at this moment. Her eyes stung. Lamia did not have tear ducts, so they could not produce tears, but that did not mean they didn’t cry. It just meant no water came out. The ache in her chest, an ache which she had not realized was even there until this very moment, seemed to fade away.

      She did not know how long she cried into Aliya’s chest, but Darling suddenly appeared before them in a flash of lightning. While Aliya instantly went on her guard, Lin let go of Aliya and slithered over to him.

      “Darling…”

      Darling took one look at her face, noticed the redness rimming her eyes, and set about placating her. He cupped both her cheeks in his strong hands and used his thumbs to gently stroke her face. It was such a tender action that if Lin were a cat, she knew she’d be purring. Lin closed her eyes and thumped her tail happily on the ground.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “Mmm… everything is fine.”

      Lin would have loved nothing more than to enjoy this moment even more, but then Aliya’s voice broke her bliss and forced her to turn around.

      “W-what is going on? Who is this human?”

      Darling looked at the Lamia woman, a frown suddenly appearing on his face. Lin didn’t know what he was thinking. Either way, she decided to head off any potential renewal of hostilities.

      “Ahem. This princess believes introductions are in order.” Lin coughed into her hand before gesturing to Aliya. “Darling, this woman is Aliya. She was this princess’s bodyguard a long time ago. This princess… assumed she had died protecting her, but as you can see, she is alive.”

      “Bodyguard… come to think of it, you did say something about having bodyguards when we first met,” Darling muttered. There was a strange quality to his tone, but Lin did not think further on it. “They protected you from an attack and you were forced to flee.”

      “That’s right. This princess is happy you remembered.” Lin turned around, facing Aliya now. The woman warily switched her gaze back and forth between Lin and Darling, but she didn’t let that bother her as she gestured to the man behind her. “Aliya, this is Darling—erm, Eryk Veiger. He is this princess’s husband.”

      “… Huh?”

      Aliya stared blankly at the two of them like she hadn’t been able to comprehend what Lin was saying.

      “Huh?”

      Finally, her eyes widened as the words Lin spoke set in.

      “HUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUH?!”

      Her shocked voice rang out across the Endless Desert.
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      “Are we really free to leave?” The leader of the caravan asked. He was a human with the same dark skin as everyone else from the Endless Desert. The cornrows in his hair trailed down his back. He wore a white linen shirt, a skirt, a pair of loose-fitting pants, and boots with wide bottoms to keep him from falling into the sand.

      He looked past me, and I turned around. Lin was talking to the Lamia woman named Aliya. Standing alongside the two were the other four Lamia—three men and one woman. All of them were stark naked.

      I didn’t know what Lin was saying, but she was making wide gestures and pointing at me as if to emphasize certain points. Aliya kept glancing at me every so often. The frown she’d been wearing grew bigger each time she looked my way. Her four companions looked like they had tasted something foul.

      “Yes, you can go.” I turned back to the caravan leader. “We will handle this.”

      “Thank you! Thank you, kind sir!”

      The ten men who made up the caravan bowed to me, but I just waved them off, watching as they went back to their wagons, loaded up their water, and set off.

      Since the caravan was now leaving, I wandered up to the Lamia. The four who were with Aliya tensed as if preparing to attack. Their leader, however, held out her arm in a warding gesture, telling them without words to stand down. None of the four looked pleased by her orders, but they also weren’t willing to disobey them. Each one reluctantly relaxed their guard.

      “Princess Lin has told me everything.” The frown on her face became even more prominent as she crossed her arms. With her chest bare for the world, her bosom became all the more prominent, dark nipples standing out on her skin. “She told me about how you saved her and cared for her. I appreciate you taking in my princess… though I do not approve of you taking Lin as your wife.”

      So this woman didn’t like that Lin and I were married, did she? I opened my mouth, preparing to tell her just where she could take those feelings of discontent, but Lin beat me to the punch.

      “Darling did not take this princess as his bride. This princess took Darling as her husband.” Lin crossed her arms and stared at Aliya with the sort of impetuousness I’d come to expect from her. “Do not be mistaken about the nature of our relationship. This princess claimed Darling first.”

      Aliya shifted, the sound of her tail grinding against sand audible over the whispers from the other four Lamia. I listened in:

      “So… our princess has married a human?”

      “How disgusting. Everyone knows humans are merely meant for pleasure.”

      “The queen isn’t going to like this.”

      “Neither will the elders.”

      Their conversation made me feel more than a little defensive. I set my shoulders and grabbed Lin’s hand who, to her credit, did not look startled as she gripped my hand back. Seeing this, all five Lamia stared at us. My eyes, however, were set on Aliya.

      “I don’t really care if you have a problem with me, but Lin is mine.” I raised my hand—the one with the Ring of Marji on it—so Aliya and the others could see. The way their faces paled when they noticed the mark made me smile. “She and I have already given ourselves to each other, and I have the Ring of Marji. Whether you approve of our relationship or not, it doesn’t matter, so you might as well accept it.”

      The four Lamia behind Aliya bristled at my words, but the one in charge of this group stared at me with eyes that seemed to challenge what I had said. I stared back. This woman might be a bigshot among her people, but her Spiritual Aura was not that big. I could tell from the purple flame’s color and size that she had only reached the Second State of Spiritualism. And even if she was stronger, it wouldn’t have made a difference to me.

      Aliya finally relented. “The Ring of Marji is not something that can be unwillingly given. I can see that you and my princess share a powerful bond, so I will not question her decision. That said, I would like you two to come with us. Queen Medusa has worried for many years over the disappearance of her daughter. I’m sure she’ll be overjoyed to see you alive again.”

      “Hmph. It would be nice to see Momma again,” Lin admitted. She looked at me as though asking if we could follow them, but something Aliya just said caught my attention.

      “Your mother… is Queen Medusa?” I asked.

      “Did this princess not tell you?” Lin tilted her head to one side, then the other, before finally placing a hand on her chest. “This princess is the daughter of Queen Medusa, the reigning monarch over the Lamia of the Endless Desert. This princess did tell you she was a princess, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, you did. However…” I placed a hand against my head and released a weary sigh. “I figured you just called yourself a princess because you were arrogant.”

      “Th-that is a mean thing to say, Darling! This princess would never call herself a princess unless she really was one!”

      “You are right. I know that. But still, I never would have expected you were Queen Medusa’s daughter.”

      While I was surprised, now that I was thinking about it, I did notice a lot of similarities between Queen Medusa and Lin. Both of them had a similar manner of speaking. They spoke with a refinement befitting a ruler, an arrogance that came from having power over others. I think the problem I was having lay in how that translated with regards to how they lived. Queen Medusa was a queen, acted like a queen, and had the power to back it up. Lin, especially when I first met her, acted like a girl who seemed incredibly arrogant but was basically a harmless puppy. It just didn’t click with me that these two could be related.

      “Well, whatever.” Lin huffed and pouted at me. “Let’s just wait for Big Sister and the others to arrive. Then we can head to the Lamia capital.”

      “Who is ‘Big Sister’?” asked Aliya.

      “Big Sister is Darling’s Primary Wife,” Lin said as if it was old news.

      “WHAT?! HIS PRIMARY WIFE?!” Stating those words seemed to make Aliya angry. She drew herself up on her tail and loomed over me, her eyes glowing a vicious gold, lips peeled back to reveal sharp teeth. “YOU MEAN TO TELL ME THAT YOU MARRIED OTHER WOMEN BESIDES PRINCESS LIN?! AND SHE ISN’T EVEN YOUR PRIMARY WIFE?! HOW DARE YOU, INSOLENT HUMAN!”

      “Oh, pipe down.” I released a small spark of lightning from my hand and swatted the woman’s nose. It wouldn’t cause her any damage, but she still reeled back from the shock. “Lin is the one who decided to marry me even though she knew I was in love with someone else. I agreed to marry her because I fell in love with her as well, but that doesn’t mean I ever stopped loving the others. This was also her choice. You should respect that.”

      Aliya didn’t look convinced. In fact, there was a murderous aura emitting from her body.

      I almost—almost—sighed in exasperation at how ridiculous this woman was acting. The only reason I didn’t was because I understood how she must have felt in her position. Here was her princess, the daughter of her queen, who had gone missing for several years, and now that they had finally reunited, not only had she discovered that Lin was married to a human, but said human had multiple wives. Were our positions reversed, I might have been upset as well.

      In short, I couldn’t really blame her, even if I thought her actions were annoying.

      “Darling is right. You should respect my decision. Besides,” Lin added, “this princess really loves Big Sister and the others. Her life is much more complete with them in it.”

      Those words caused Aliya to settle down, though the frown still marring her face showed she wasn’t satisfied with this explanation. The other four watched her warily. It was almost like they expected her to lash out.

      Aliya finally sighed and rubbed her face. “That’s… fine, I guess. There is nothing we can do about this right now anyway.” She sent me a casual glare from between her fingers. “So, how many women have you married?”

      “Including Lin? Four.”

      “FOUR?! YOU DAMN HUMAN—GYA! MY NOSE! STOP HITTING ME WITH LIGHTNING, DAMN YOU!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The wagon arrived about five minutes after I finished swatting Aliya’s nose with a lightning-infused backhand for the third time, which caused her nose to become quite red and numb. It would be awhile before she regained feeling in it.

      Lin and I explained the situation to Kari, Fay, and Siv. The three women took the knowledge calmly and made the unanimous decision to follow Aliya and the others back to the Lamia’s capital. Out of the three, Kari was obviously the most excited.

      “The last time I went to the Lamia capital, it was to rescue Eryk. He’d been kidnapped at the time, which meant I had to focus on saving him and not exploring the village. Now that we are going as guests, I wonder if I’ll get the chance to wander around a little? I would love to see how a Lamia city is different from a human city.”

      “This princess will give you a grand tour when she gets the chance.”

      “I would love that! That sounds like so much fun! What do you plan to show me first? Do you think I could see how Lamia live? I remember your houses were all partially buried underground. Oh! I also want to see that nesting ground you spoke of! Lin! Lin! When we get there, I want to go…”

      “And there she goes again.” Fay sighed as she and I sat on the driver’s seat and listened to the conversation between Kari and Lin. “I swear that woman only has adventure and exploration on the brain.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” I stretched my arms, listening as my back popped. “And it’s not like exploring is the only thing Kari likes to do.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Fay admitted.

      “She also likes to have sex.”

      “Y-you don’t need to say that!”

      After deciding to let Aliya and her group lead us back to the Lamia capital, our own group had split up. Fay was now driving the wagon since she was one of the only two people who could. Siv and I were sitting with her. Down below, Lin and Kari were walking next to Aliya on the wagon’s left. The four Lamia who did not like us because we were humans had moved into a basic guard formation. They were slithering along the four corners of the wagon.

      Raul was currently resting in the baby carrier, but Lin was now the one carrying him. Like always, he seemed fearless of his surroundings, staring at Aliya like she was an interesting puzzle. I approved of how he never cried about meeting new people. In fact, he only ever cried when he was hungry or needed a diaper change.

      My son was such a strong child. I was sure he’d grow up to surpass his old man.

      “Who is this child?” asked Aliya.

      “Raul is this princess’ son.”

      “You… you have a son?! Since when?! Wait! How did you manage to bear a child without the ritual?! And why is he not a Lamia?”

      “Why would he be a Lamia? This princess is not the one who gave birth to him.”

      “But you just said—”

      “Raul’s birth mother is Fay. However, we have talked about this a lot and decided it didn’t matter who gave birth to him. We are all going to be his mother. Just like we will all be the mother of any child sired by Darling and one of us.”

      This must have been a conversation I’d not been privy to. I knew the girls would sometimes do their own thing without me. They’d go into Nevaria, explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range, take baths together, and stay up late in one of our guest rooms every so often. All of them said it was so they could bond as women who shared the same man. I wondered how many other conversations they’d had that I was not aware of.

      Aliya seemed suitably confused, but at least she was willing to accept Lin’s words without questioning her further. I was a little surprised since she had gotten really angry at first. Maybe her previous actions had been the shock talking. Even though she seemed willing to accept her princess’ words, when Lin went back to enthusiastically conversing with Kari, she sent me a fierce glare like I’d committed a personal crime against her ancestors.

      I didn’t think her hatred of me was very fair.

      The journey to the Lamia capital, which was said to be located in the very heart of the Endless Desert, took multiple days. During the day, our group moved across the dunes. At night, my family and I slept in our wagon while the Lamia camped around it.

      I noticed that none of the Lamia would get near the Giga Monster. They seemed wary of it—and rightfully so. Giga Monsters were B-Rank Demon Beasts. It would take a group of about ten Spiritualists who had reached the Second State of Spiritualism to defeat one. Lamia would probably only need about five since they were stronger. Even so, no one would willingly fight a Demon Beast like this unless they had to.

      Or if they were stupidly strong like my group was.

      “How did you manage to tame this Demon Beast?” asked Aliya during one of our many days traveling. She was the only one who was willing to get close to the giant reptile.

      “It’s that collar.” Kari pointed toward the collar around the Demon Beast’s neck. “You can’t see them right now because the sun is keeping them from glowing, but there are runes inscribed into that collar. They make the Demon Beast more docile and easier to control.”

      “That’s very impressive,” Aliya admitted however reluctantly. “I did not realize runes could be used that way.”

      “There are many ways runes can be used.” Kari suddenly leaned forward, getting right in the poor woman’s personal space. Aliya leaned back, breasts jiggling as she tried to recreate her personal bubble, but Kari didn’t care as she kept talking. “I don’t know how much you know about them, but runes are a form of spiritual language written by the Dweorgs. Oh! The Dweorgs are a race from the second realm called Niðavellir! Anyway, because the language contains spiritual properties, when you inscribe them into an object while infusing them with Spiritual Power, you can create a variety of effects! Like this ring! This ring is called a Storage Ring. I made it myself and…”

      I snorted as Aliya was put through the paces of Kari’s long-winded and very one-sided conversation. Despite looking very put out by how Kari seemed to have no sense of personal space—she did, but not when she got excited—learning about the application of runes and seeing how Kari’s storage ring worked made her forget about her previous reluctance. She ended up asking Kari all kinds of questions that my wife was all too happy to answer.

      “This princess is glad to see Big Sister has managed to break through Aliya’s hard exterior,” Lin said to me as we walked together. I was carrying Raul on my shoulders, enjoying this aspect of being a dad. “This princess knew that if anyone could do it, it would be her.”

      I nodded. “Kari’s enthusiasm tends to sweep people up with her. You can’t help but get excited when she begins talking like that.”

      Just then, Siv came swooping down from the sky, landing next to me. The Lamia reacted predictably frightened. While they already knew about Siv, learning that she was a Drakvar had put them on edge. It seemed stories of the Drakvarians existed even in the Endless Desert.

      “They're afraid.” Siv looked like she didn’t know whether to cry or pout; she ended up doing a combination of both as she turned to me. “Am I really that scary?”

      “It is not that you are scary,” Lin reassured the girl. “It’s just that you’re a Drakvar. There are many legends passed down among the Lamia about Drakvarians. They say the Drakvar are our progenitors. That we were born from a wingless Drakvarian that had fallen from the heavens. Every legend we have states that Drakvarians are so powerful none can stand before their might, that just a single swish of their tail or an exhale of their breath can destroy entire cities. With stories like that, it is only natural they would fear you.”

      Siv didn’t seem to know how to deal with that. She was a very shy person by nature, quiet and unassuming, the total opposite of what most people imagined when they pictured a Drakvarian, and while she didn’t really like meeting new people, that didn’t mean she enjoyed being feared either.

      I rubbed her head in a consoling manner.
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        * * *

      

      It eventually grew to be late, and our group had to settle down for the night. The sun was going down, which meant it would become much colder soon. Nights in the Endless Desert were freezing. It was entirely possible to get hypothermia if you weren’t careful.

      We cooked outside. It was easier to cook outdoors than it was in our wagon. Big though it may have been, much of our space was already being used.

      It was Lin and my turn to cook, so we summoned several large slabs of Dire Wolf meat. The Lamia, having never seen Dire Wolf meat before, looked on curiously as the two of us rubbed a variety of herbs and spices onto the meat. We were making several different types since we didn’t know what they would like.

      The first type of meat was a spicy blend of paprika, cayenne pepper, and chili powder. It was the meat with the most kick. Even the scent it gave off as I cooked it made my nose twitch. The three male Lamia—who I later learned were called Abbas, Galel, and Hazim—enjoyed this one the most. I guess that extra kick in the mouth was enjoyable to men of all races.

      Lin made her own unique rub. I watched her mix garlic, onion powder, dried basil, and oregano together, then rub it over her slab of marbled meat, which she sliced into pieces and seared in a pan instead of cooking over an open fire. This made the meat juicier because she basted it instead of letting the fat drizzle off. She, Aliya, and Siv were the ones who enjoyed its flavor the most.

      “W-what a unique blend of spices,” Aliya muttered in shock.

      “Hm hm hm.” Lin quietly laughed before thrusting out her chest. “It’s good, isn’t it? This princess has been experimenting with spices and herbs for several months to find the perfect combination.”

      “You cook a lot?” asked Aliya.

      “Only when we travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. We always take turns cooking breakfast and dinner.”

      “Where do you get these herbs?”

      “They are grown in Nevaria—that is this princess’ new home.”

      I also made Kari’s favorite, which was meat seasoned with oregano, thyme, pepper, coriander, onion powder, and garlic powder. The flavor didn’t have the same kick as my spicy dish, but it was a lot more complex. The other Lamia woman, a younger girl who went by the name Layla, seemed to love it.

      For Fay, I prepared a special rub made with tarragon, mustard, chive, chervil, and fresh shallots. It would have been impossible to prepare this on a normal expedition. Some of the ingredients like mustard would spoil if left out for too long. Once again, I had to thank Kari for making the storage rings. They were truly one of the most ingenious inventions I’d ever seen.

      Once everyone had finished eating, Kari, Fay, and Siv cleaned up the cookware while I made us some caffa.

      Caffa was something that could be found across the entire continent. Nevaria, the Endless Desert, the Northern Planes… there wasn’t a single place that didn’t grow caffa. Of course, caffa could not be grown in a place that had no water, and thus it was a precious commodity in the Endless Desert, something reserved mostly for the rich. Zane had some back when he led a caravan, but it had been a paltry amount and very watered down.

      I was pretty sure the Lamia never had caffa before, but once they took a sip, their bodies relaxed as they released content sighs.

      Our group was sitting around a campfire. Fay was holding our sleeping son against her chest, Kari and Siv sat beside me, and Lin was chatting with Aliya. The other Lamia had been by themselves for the first few nights, but now they sat amongst us. Our conversations were still sparse, still awkward, but I think the fact that they were at least willing to be cordial was a good sign.

      I guess what some people said was true. Good food really did bring people together.

      “I wonder if your cooking is the reason Princess Lin married you,” Hazim said. He was sitting the closest to my group, on the other side of Kari. “Even I will admit your cooking is delicious. That said, I cannot imagine what else she sees in you.”

      “This princess married Darling because he is amazing.” Lin stopped her conversation with Aliya to interject.

      Hazim gave a helpless shrug.

      “Our relationship is one that was built from living together for several months and slowly learning more about the other person,” I explained. “Well, it was for me. Lin actually gave me the Ring of Marji barely fifteen minutes after meeting me.”

      “This princess was admittedly delirious when she did that,” Lin said. “But she doesn’t regret her decision.”

      “Neither do I,” I confessed.

      Lin and I shared a smile, which caused Siv to pout and pull at my cheeks. Jealousy was not really a thing in our group. That said, I realized that I would sometimes give one person more attention than the others, and it was only natural for the rest of my wives to feel a little envious.

      I kept telling myself I would be more mindful of this, but I always seemed to forget.

      After everyone had their caffa, we got ready for bed, which included using a chew stick to clean our teeth. It was often called a tooth cleaning twig or datun. Made from the roots of certain plants that had a high content of tannins, it was used by the people of Nevaria to prevent our teeth from becoming rotten and diseased. The bristly end was used to brush the teeth, while the pointed end was used to pick traces of food from between the teeth.

      Once we were ready for bed, my group traveled toward the wagon while the Lamia slept by the fire. Because they were a cold-blooded species, they needed the fire to keep warm at night.

      Before I could enter the wagon with the others, Aliya called out to me.

      “I’d like a word with you, if I may.”

      Lin frowned and looked like she was gonna say something, but I rubbed her head as if telling her not to worry.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure she won’t attack me.”

      “This princess certainly hopes she won’t… for her sake if nothing else, but that isn’t this princess’ concern.”

      “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “She doesn’t want Aliya falling in love with you.” Lin stared at me, her eyes half-lidded and her lips pursed. I didn’t think she was trying to be seductive, but it was exactly for this reason that I found her current expression so alluring. “This princess is the only Lamia you can ever marry. She won’t give you to another one.”

      I laughed. Before Lin could complain that I was laughing at her, I leaned down and placed a kiss on her lips, pulling back before she could kiss back. She stared at me with rapidly fluttering eyes. I grinned.

      “Don’t worry. Even if she did fall in love with me, it wouldn’t matter. I already have you.”

      “Th-that’s…” Lin’s cheeks lit up like a fireworks display. She turned her head. I couldn’t see it, but I heard her tail thumping against the desert sand. “This princess… is very pleased to hear that. Um, now, er, if you’ll excuse her, this princess has to get ready for bed.”

      Lin hurriedly slithered into the wagon, using her long tail to propel herself faster. I watched her go, then turned to Kari. She gave me an amused smile as she followed Lin into the wagon.

      “You really are a lady killer. It’s no wonder the four of us have fallen in love with you.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to say anything as she went inside. Fay and Siv were already in the wagon and putting their nightgowns on, but I was sure they heard the conversation. I heard giggles from the other side, followed by Lin’s indignant squawking. Kari was probably teasing her.

      I turned toward Aliya and gestured for her to precede me. She gave me a measured stare, then bade me to follow her as she turned around and slithered away from the camp. I was surprised since I figured she would want to be near the fire. Whatever she wanted to say to me must have been something she didn’t want the other Lamia hearing.

      We stood on a dune, side by side, and I looked up at the night sky. No matter where a person lived or what they were doing, the twin moons would always shine brightly overhead. The stars and moons were the one constant in this world.

      Aliya was silent for a time. When I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, I found her studying me like I was a puzzle with missing jigsaw pieces. Finally sighing, I turned toward her, loose grains of golden sand shifting beneath my boots.

      “You wanted to tell me something?” I prodded.

      “You are a very odd human.”

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean by that. Are you trying to compliment me or insult me?”

      “Sorry. I guess that came out wrong, but still, I have never met a human like you.”

      Aliya looked away from me. While I felt no attraction toward her, I could admit that she was objectively very pretty. Her long, straight nose meshed well with her proud bearing. Her naked figure was the kind that would invoke lust in any man. Large chest. Thin waist. Wide hips. Her pussy was covered by beautiful pink scales and looked soft. Yes, she was a woman of incredible beauty indeed.

      “We Lamia have an ancient legend dating back thousands of years ago. It talks about how humans and Lamia used to live in harmony at one point. Some of our clan actually believe the Lamia were created when a dragon mated with a human, though no one has been able to prove this.” Aliya paused. Perhaps she was collecting her thoughts. “I don’t know when the division between us began, but for the past several hundred years, humans and Lamia have been at each other’s throats. We’ve waged war, enslaved each other, killed each other, raped and pillaged the others’ land and people. There is so much bad blood between our kind that I cannot see how our two people can possibly come to terms.”

      I could see how and why she would think this way, but I came from a place where Lamia were unheard of. Also, Lamia only fought with humans in the Endless Desert. There were plenty of Lamia/human relationships in the Northern Plains. She spoke from a place of both ignorance and experience. Her experiences in the Endless Desert had shaped her perceptions of the world, but because of that, she only knew a bit.

      She was like a frog stuck inside of a well. She only knew what she saw. Staring up at the sky, she assumed that little slice of blue was all there was to the world, never knowing that something far greater and more vast lay beyond it.

      “And then you came along.” Aliya was unaware of my thoughts as she gazed at me with complex emotions expressed on her face. “You somehow made Princess Lin fall head over tail for you, and now you’ve managed to at least earn my group’s respect. I have not once seen an expression of revulsion on your face. You seem to truly not care that we are Lamia, and I can tell the affection you feel for Lin is real.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      “I suppose I am not getting at anything,” Aliya confessed. “I just needed to get that off my chest.” She grew silent again, but I could tell she wasn’t finished talking, and sure enough, she began speaking once more. “Princess Lin has always been an oddity among our people. She finds humans fascinating. Always has. It was that fascination that led to her being attacked.”

      “I’ve always wondered about that,” I said. “Lin said she never got a good glimpse of her attackers. Was she attacked by humans from the settlement she’d seen?”

      “If only that were the case.” Aliya sighed. “There were humans among those who attacked her, but it was not just humans. There were also several Lamia present.”

      “Sounds a bit contradictory given what you just told me about humans and Lamia.”

      “Yes, I am aware of that. I think that’s why we were taken by surprise as well. We never imagined there’d be Lamia willing to team up with humans. Even now, we do not know who those people were or why they were working together. Queen Medusa thinks they are a rogue faction, but we have not discovered much about them, and the Endless Desert is too vast a place. Searching for them is like trying to find a single grain of sand amongst these millions of dunes.” Aliya paused here, then nodded toward me. “Anyway, thank you for listening to me, and for keeping Lin safe. I can tell she is truly happy being with you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Aliya bowed and slowly left me on the dune. As I watched her leave, I thought about what she had said. Humans and Lamia had worked together to try to kill Lin. Given that she had just finished telling me about the hatred between our two species, I couldn’t imagine there would be humans and Lamia willing to work together, but I guess some people would be willing to put their hatred aside if they thought it would let them get what they wanted.

      Everyone had a price, after all.
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        * * *

      

      It took exactly three more days to reach the Lamia capital. I had never really gotten a good look at it before. The last time I saw this place, I had been kidnapped and forced to flee. This time, I was finally able to really get a glimpse of the city, take it all in.

      The first thing I noticed was the massive structure in the very center of this city. It towered over everything else, a multi-tiered temple made from giant stone blocks, with numerous steps and several spires jutting out from the main construct. In the very center of this building, a single, gargantuan spire stood. It differentiated itself by featuring a cone with a rounded top and edges. I could not tell what it was made from, but that just meant it had probably been made by the Dweorgs out of a material that couldn’t be found in Miðgarðr.

      Arrayed around the building was the city itself. Buildings made from sun-baked mud bricks sat burrowed into the ground. Most of them were round, but a few were shaped like squares or rectangles, and none of them had windows. They didn’t even have doors. Flaps of fabric covered the entrances, which Lamia simply pushed aside as they walked in or out of them.

      There weren’t any guards at the city entrance, so our group was able to easily walk into the city, though we became the center of attention as soon as we arrived. Lamia stopped moving. First, they gawked at the giant lizard pulling the wagon. Then they looked at each of us in turn. I could tell from the faces they made that none of them knew what to think about this situation.

      “They certainly look surprised,” Kari said.

      “Can you blame them?” I asked.

      “I guess not. I mean, this is basically how the humans we’ve met during our time here reacted to seeing Lin.”

      There were a few humans located around the city, but they were dressed in threadbare clothes and had chains around their arms, legs, and necks. Slaves. There weren’t that many of them, but it might have been because most human slaves were used as sex toys for Lamia—similar to how Lamia were used by humans. It was just another reason these two races hated each other so much.

      A number of unique smells filled my nose as we walked further into the city. It smelled like something was baking. I looked to my left and spotted what appeared to be a kiln. A group of Lamia were creating clay pottery. The scent must have been from the fire baking the wet clay. However, it was also mixed with the scent of food, which I realized came from a Lamia man who was cooking some type of unseasoned meat on a rotisserie.

      As we walked by various groups, I caught the tail end of numerous conversations.

      “What in all nine realms is that thing?”

      “Is it some kind of reptile? It looks like a monster!”

      “A Demon Beast?”

      “Nevermind the beast. Look at those humans! What are they doing unchained?!”

      “Hey, isn’t that Aliya and her group? I wonder what they are doing with a bunch of humans?”

      “Why does that one girl have wings and a tail?”

      I stopped tuning into the conversations after a while. They were all discussing the same thing anyway. It didn’t take a genius to know what they thought about us either.

      “Stop!” A group of Lamia wielding khopesh suddenly appeared before our group. In the middle was a Lamia male with a muscular torso and yellowish-brown scales. A scar ran across his right eye. He glared at us, then looked at the person who led us to this city. “Aliya, what is the meaning of this? Why have you brought unchained humans to our city? You know all slaves are supposed to be kept in chains so they cannot cause problems.”

      “What makes you think these humans are slaves?” asked Aliya.

      “Are you saying they are not?” The man narrowed his eyes.

      “What I am saying is that it doesn’t matter. You—” She pointed at one of the Lamia guards who had come out with this man, a woman with small breasts and six-pack abs “—please go inform Queen Medusa that her daughter has returned.”

      “What?!”

      “Queen Medusa’s daughter?!”

      “She’s back?!”

      Aliya’s words caused everyone to erupt with surprise. Several eyes looked over at Lin, the only Lamia present they didn’t recognize on sight. It was obvious who Aliya was talking about. Not only did no one recognize her, but Lin also stood next to me and Aliya as we walked at the head of this procession.

      The Lamia who Aliya pointed to left in a hurry. However, the man who’d stopped our group from proceeding forward still refused to let us pass.

      “Is that really the queen’s daughter? How can we be sure she isn’t a fake?”

      Aliya narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying I’d mistake someone else for Princess Lin?”

      “I’m saying it’s been so many years since she disappeared that Princess Lin is probably dead,” the man said, a mocking grin splitting his face in half. “Do you know what I think? I think you are so desperate to get our princess back and reclaim your lost honor that you’re even willing to sully your name by finding a random Lamia girl and proclaiming she is our princess returned. You’re a disgrace to our people.”

      A disturbing silence settled upon the Lamia city as the tension rose between Aliya and this man. The Lamia around us looked nervously from the man to Aliya. Some of them backed off as if expecting this to come to blows. I wanted to ask who the heck this idiot was, but even I knew better than to simply speak out of turn.

      One of us, however, did not.

      “You dare to claim that this princess is an imposter,” Lin hissed as Spiritual Power began flowing from her body, seeping into the ground and staining it black. “You’ve got some nerve, Jahin. Have you forgotten what happened the last time you insulted this princess, or does the scar on your face no longer ache?”

      The man who I guessed was named Jahin paled as he touched a hand to his scar. His eyes grew wide as his mouth dropped. He was finally looking at Lin, really looking at her, and I don’t think he liked what he saw.

      “No… it can’t be…”

      “What is going on here?!”

      Just then, a regal voice echoed across the street. Our group turned as the ocean of Lamia parted to admit a group of people who were coming from the direction of the temple. They were Lamia dressed in armor—an oddity since Lamia preferred not wearing clothes—and they were being led by a woman I remembered quite vividly from my past.

      She had the same dark hair and dark skin as everyone else. Her black hair was long and reached down to her butt. She did not wear any clothes, but she had donned a single piece of jewelry, a golden headpiece that served to create a vibrant contrast with her dark skin as it sparkled in the sun. It was a circlet with a snake in the center.

      Stunning golden eyes were set into an elegant face that I now realized looked very similar to Lin’s, so similar I could have mistaken them for sisters. Her naked body was like a work of art. She was all sinuous curves and powerful muscles. Her large breasts swayed as she slithered up to our two groups, dark nipples visible through the hair that fell over her shoulders. Like the rest of her people, she was completely hairless, with only a pair of pink scales surrounding her unguarded pussy.

      This was undoubtedly Queen Medusa.
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      No one spoke as Queen Medusa appeared before our group. The woman stared at Jahin with a small frown, golden eyes flashing in the sun, then looked at Aliya, but it was only for a moment. As if her eyes were inexplicably drawn to our group, the queen of the Lamia turned toward us… and then her eyes finally landed on Lin.

      A flash of recognition passed through her eyes. Her lips trembled. She looked like she was just barely controlling herself. Even from this distance, I could see the way her eyes turned red as if tears might well up in them. I’m sure she’d have been shedding some if she had tear glands.

      “Lin…”

      “Momma…”

      Barely a moment passed before Lin was darting forward, lunging at Queen Medusa and burying her face into the woman’s naked chest. Loud wails echoed from Lin as she cried. Her shoulders shook. Her tail writhed on the ground. It looked like all the emotions she’d been holding in, emotions that perhaps even she herself was unaware of, were spilling out of her right now.

      “Momma! Momma! This princess… this princess is sorry! She’s sorry she didn’t listen to you! She’s sorry for leaving you! She’s sorry for getting angry at you! This princess never should have been so belligerent!”

      I’d never seen Lin release such a torrent of emotions before. This was the first time for the others as well. Kari, Lin, and Siv all looked startled by the Lamia’s loud wailing and constant stream of apologies. I could not blame them for being shocked.

      The woman I had met so long ago, who’d kidnapped me so she could turn me into a nourishment for her unborn child, was nowhere to be seen. Queen Medusa’s eyes were soft. The motherly smile on her lips was one I had seen every day for the past month on the faces of Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv. She wrapped her daughter in a hug with both her arms and her entire tail. I knew that was a sign of affection. Lin always wrapped me and her sisters up like that.
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“My daughter… this queen is so happy to see that you are safe.”

      “Momma!”

      This touching scene appeared to move the other Lamia around us to tears. I say that, but it was all metaphorical since Lamia couldn’t actually cry. Several had buried their faces in their hands and looked like they were also wailing. It was very… weird to see an entire community of people “crying” but not crying. Even Aliya looked like she would start wailing at any moment. Her lips trembled like she was trying hard to suppress her emotions.

      “This is so touching…”

      I glanced at Fay, who was also crying. She was staring at the scene with red eyes and a few tears leaking down her face. Kari wasn’t shedding any tears, but the warm smile she wore as she gazed at Lin told me what her feelings were on this matter. She was happy for her cherished younger sister. Siv was the only one who didn’t seem emotional. No, rather, it looked like she was merely confused.

      “Ma? Ma…?”

      Still sitting on my shoulders, Raul grabbed two handfuls of my hair, which he fortunately didn’t pull on. That would have hurt. He might have been a baby, but he had a strong grip.

      I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the sun was beginning to set. Many of the Lamia had moved off to do their own thing. The only ones who remained were Aliya and her group, and Jahin and his group.

      “Lin, this queen is very happy to see that you have returned,” Queen Medusa said. “This queen believes we should celebrate your return with a feast.”

      “She really is Lin’s mom, isn’t she?” Kari said in a whisper.

      I tried not to snort.

      “However…” Queen Medusa finally looked at me, Kari, Fay… and then paused on Siv. Her eyes widened a little when she noticed the dragon wings and tail growing from the woman’s back and tailbone respectively, but she kept an outward calm as she addressed us. “It seems there is a lot we should speak about. You and these humans should come with this queen to her palace, where you can tell this queen about everything that has happened to you.”

      “This princess can do that,” Lin said, nodding. “There is a lot this princess has to tell you.”

      Since the queen had spoken, no one dared to disobey her. Even Jahin, who looked like he might shit a brick, was unwilling to go against this woman’s command.

      Queen Medusa was the ultimate authority among Lamia, their undisputed ruler, and no one could go against her. That said, I did remember that she had been betrayed in my previous life. I wondered if the person who had betrayed her back then would do so again.

      We had to leave the Giga Monster where it was. Since we didn’t want it impeding traffic, Aliya made us lead it to a small oasis located behind one of the houses. After that, we traveled with the Lamia up to the ruins that served as Queen Medusa’s palace. I handed Raul off to Fay. She cradled our son in her arms and began cooing at him, which caused the baby to giggle, completely unaware of the situation we were in.

      Ignorance truly was bliss.

      Lin fell back and slithered alongside me as we followed after Queen Medusa, something her mother didn’t fail to notice. The woman stared at me with golden eyes so similar to Lin’s that it was startling. What was she thinking when she saw Lin taking my hand in hers? I couldn’t even begin to fathom what sort of thoughts were going through her mind.

      The palace was stacked into several tiers like an extravagant cake, but it didn’t have steps and instead featured a series of ramps that we walked up. A large archway loomed before us. Once we reached it, Jahin barked out several orders to his underlings.

      “Guard the entrance and do not let anyone through!”

      Aliya rolled her eyes at the man as she ordered her four Lamia to do the same thing. Now it was just us, Aliya, Jahin, and Queen Medusa.

      The hallways of the palace were typical of Dweorg architecture. It was much bigger than it had any need to be, and like always, there were many depictions of one species battling against the Sekbeist. This one featured dragons. Many types of dragons, from the kinds with four legs and massive wings to the kinds that had no legs and long bodies, were soaring through the mural as they breathed fire, shot lightning from their whiskers, and blasted a host of other attacks into hordes of Sekbeists.

      Among these dragons, one of them stood out the most.

      This dragon looked far larger than the others, with a wingspan that seemed to extend two or even three times more than any other dragon. Its wings alone could engulf the other dragons. It had four muscular legs, a body rippling with muscles, and a long neck with spikes on it. The horns sprouting from its head had a similar curve to Siv’s, but they looked more like serrated blades.

      I was not the only one fascinated by the murals.

      “These ruins were definitely made by the Dweorg,” Kari exclaimed as excitement overcame her. “Look at these murals. This is clearly depicting the Drakvar fighting against the Sekbeists. That big one right there must be the Great Overlord of the Eighth Realm.”

      “You know of the Great Overlords?” Queen Medusa asked curiously.

      “Of course, we do.” Kari puffed out her chest in pride. “Eryk and I have actually been to Niðavellir and met with the Dweorgs before.”

      “I had not realized humans could travel between realms.”

      “They can’t if they aren’t with someone from a higher realm,” I said to Queen Medusa’s comment.

      “Is that so?”

      The queen of the Lamia looked at me as though expecting me to elucidate on my answer, but I did not speak anymore, and she eventually turned back to the front and continued on her way.

      We were eventually led to a throne room. The large space was typical of a meeting hall. In fact, it was bigger than any throne room or meeting hall I’d ever seen. Now that I was thinking about it, this structure was a lot larger than even a typical Dweorg building. That must have been because this place was built for the Drakvar. The dragon-like race had massive bodies when in their dragon form and would need a bigger place to move freely.

      That said, I suspected a lot of them changed into their human forms when they were not in combat. I was basing my assumptions on Siv. She preferred her human form over her dragon one, claiming it was more convenient.

      Queen Medusa slithered up a dais and sat down on an ancient throne made of stone. Runes lined the throne. I recognized all of them. However, it seemed the runes no longer worked. Over one thousand years of disuse had turned them into nothing but useless decoration now.

      “Jahin, go and inform the elders that this queen’s daughter has returned.”

      I could tell right away that Jahin was not pleased with this order. Anger flashed across his eyes, though it was gone so quickly most people wouldn’t have seen it. Was he the one who betrayed Queen Medusa in my previous life? I might want to keep an eye on him.

      “Of course, my queen.”

      With a bow, Jahin slithered off, disappearing through the archway we had arrived in.

      Once Jahin was gone, Queen Medusa looked back at us—specifically, at mine and Lin’s conjoined hands.

      “It seems you have experienced much since we have been apart. This queen would like to hear of it.”

      I would never get over the way these two spoke.

      “This princess will tell you what happened after she was attacked and forced to flee.”

      Lin released my hand, came forward, and began speaking, telling Queen Medusa about all that had happened to her. She told her mother about how she was injured and how her body had reverted to that of a snake, how she had wound up in Nevaria, was almost killed by a pack of wild boars, and how I had saved her.

      Almost an hour passed by the time Lin finished speaking. Raul had fallen asleep in Fay’s arms and was now resting with his face on her bosoms. Kari was still next to me, but I could tell from how she tapped her foot against the ground that she was impatient to explore these ruins. Siv was behind me. She had been there for a while now. I imagine she did not like being surrounded by so many strangers.

      “The ability to transform into a snake is actually one that all Lamia possess,” Queen Medusa announced, much to my shock. “However, it is not something you can do without a lot of training. Many of our people have forgotten how to do it. This queen can only take a guess, but she believes the stress and fear from almost dying made you force your body to transform as an act of self-defense. Once you felt like you were out of danger, your body automatically reverted back to your Lamia form.”

      Lin had once told me she did not know how she had turned into a snake and could not transform back at will. I had believed that to mean it was impossible, that what happened was some kind of freak accident, but it seemed this transformation was simply something Lin herself knew nothing about. I looked at the dark-skinned beauty next to me and saw that she was equally shocked.

      “Huh, this princess did not know that.”

      “Currently, only a few of us among the Lamia can transform like that. This queen will teach you how to transform at will, if you want.” Queen Medusa shrugged, then looked at my hand, the one with the Ring of Marji proudly displayed on it. “More importantly, this queen wants to know more about the man you have decided to give yourself to.”

      She was being awfully calm for a woman who had just found out that her daughter, who had been alive all this time, had married a human man when she wasn’t looking. But I remembered the queen from my past life. She might have been my enemy for most of it, but she had been able to keep calm even in the most dire of situations.

      “This is Darling—um, his name is Eryk! He’s this princess’ husband!” Lin exclaimed with an excited smile, tail thumping on the ground.

      Queen Medusa must have been well versed in her daughter’s mannerisms, for an indulgent but aggrieved smile appeared on her face.

      “Eryk, this queen would have you tell her more about yourself when time permits.”

      “I would be happy to tell you whatever you wish to know,” I said.

      It seemed the situation was winding down now. I was surprised by how accepting Queen Medusa appeared to be about my marriage to Lin, but I suppose she understood better than anyone that nothing could be done now. A Lamia could only give the Ring of Marji to one person in their entire life. Whether she approved of our marriage or not, there was literally nothing she could do about it, so accepting what happened would be better than getting into an argument with her daughter.

      As the conversation wound down, several more Lamia came in through the archway—seven of them. One was Jahin. However, the other six were all older Lamia. There were three men and three women. Each of them had hair with varying shades of black and gray. Their dark skin was growing wrinkles. One of them, the oldest I presumed, was even so old that his dick looked like a shriveled cucumber.

      I had never wished these people would wear clothes more than I did now.

      “We have heard the joyous news,” the old one spoke with exaggerated joy. “It seems your prodigal daughter has finally returned. What a blessed occasion.”

      I couldn’t help but feel like this old Lamia was being sarcastic. If Queen Medusa felt the same way, she didn’t show it.

      “Yes, it is indeed a wonderful occasion. This queen was even thinking about holding a feast to celebrate the return of her daughter.”

      “That is a fine idea,” one of the women said. “Before we do that, however, might we know who these humans are?”

      “Yes, of course.” Queen Medusa gestured to myself, Kari, Fay, and Siv. “These four are Eryk, Kari, Fay, and Siv. They are Lin’s traveling companions and family.”

      “Family?” The woman blinked several times.

      “Eryk is married to this queen’s daughter and these three women,” Queen Medusa explained.

      The six Lamia sucked in a breath as they looked from me to Lin, to Queen Medusa, and then back again. None of them seemed able to take this calmly. The oldest among them even started laughing.

      “That is quite the joke, My Queen. A human marrying a Lamia? These past hundred years have caused your sense of humor to rise. Why would a Lamia ever marry a human?”

      “This queen assures you what she has said is no joke.” Queen Medusa gestured to my hand. “Or have you not noticed the Ring of Marji on Eryk’s hand yet?”

      At that, the six once again looked at me, or more like my hand, where the Ring of Marji was perfectly visible creeping along my index finger.

      “I cannot believe it,” one of the women muttered.

      “A Lamia granting a human the right to marry her?” another said as though astounded.

      “This is… an outrage!” the oldest roared in anger. He glared at Lin. “You impudent girl! What could have possibly possessed you to give that man the Ring of Marji!? Do you mean to disgrace our people?!”

      Lin’s face turned red as the tip of her tail shook. She clenched her hands, arms shaking as well, and narrowed her eyes in anger. When she peeled back her lips, her fangs became visible. She was seconds away from snapping at this old codger.

      “Hold your tongue!” Queen Medusa snapped before Lin could express her anger.

      “Q-Queen Medusa…” The old man reeled as though struck.

      “Do you think this queen would let you insult her daughter like this? This queen does not care if you disapprove or not! You are not allowed to say whatever you please! Insult this queen’s daughter again, and she will strip you of your position as elder!”

      This caused the old man’s face to grow pale as all the blood drained from it. “You… you cannot do that…”

      Queen Medusa narrowed her golden eyes. “You may feel free to test this queen’s patience and see whether or not she can strip you of your rank.”

      Tension mounted within the room as the queen glared at the elder Lamia, who looked like he was trying to decide whether fighting with her over this issue was truly worth it. After a moment, he seemed to decide otherwise. With a huff, he turned around and slithered off.

      “I will abide by your words… for now,” he said before disappearing.

      Jahin looked around uncertainly for a second before following after him. He disappeared through the large, arched entryway.

      With the two gone, the tension in the room disappeared, allowing the other five elders and Aliya to breathe easier.

      “You five, introduce yourselves to these humans. They are important members of Lin’s family,” Queen Medusa ordered the five elders.

      The remaining elders looked at each other as though unsure, but this was an order from their queen. Unlike the old man, who seemed petulant like most old men were, they did not have the same stubborn pride getting in their way.

      “My name is Aida,” said one of the women.

      The woman next to her also introduced herself. “I am Nawal.”

      “Saffron.”

      Aida, Nawal, and Saffron, the women who were part of the elder council, all introduced themselves. I took note of their distinct features to remember who they were. Aida did not have scales on her pointed ears, Nawal had streaks of gray in her hair, and Saffron had boyishly short hair and earrings—something none of the other Lamia had.

      “I suppose I should introduce myself next,” a man said as he slithered forward and placed a hand against his chest. “You may call me Kassim.”

      “I am known as Heydar,” said the other.

      These two were even more distinguishable from each other. Kassim was older and had a beard to go along with his nearly white hair. On the other hand, Heydar looked much younger, with no graying hair and a more muscular body. They would be easy to remember.

      “The one who left this room in a huff is called Muhammad,” Queen Medusa said. “He is the oldest living Lamia among us. He is also the most stubborn. That old codger is the kind of man who refuses to bend or rethink his beliefs no matter the cost, so set in his ways he’d probably see our people burn before doing something that went against them.”

      “That is a rather harsh way of looking at it, Your Majesty,” said Kassim.

      “And it is no less true,” Aida added in the queen’s defense.

      Saffron nodded. “We all know what kind of man Muhammad is.”

      It seemed like Muhammad was not that well liked among his fellow elders. Well, it wasn’t like I couldn’t see why. Even though I had only just met the man for a few minutes, I could already tell that he was a disagreeable fellow.

      “Let us not speak of Muhammad anymore.” Queen Medusa clapped her hands. “This queen’s daughter has returned home after being thought dead for so long. That is a joyous occasion and deserves to be celebrated. We shall prepare a feast in honor of her return.” The queen looked at the four of us. “You all shall be invited as well. It may be a little awkward for everyone, but you are important family members of Lin’s, so we will not mistreat you.”

      “We should have Eryk prepare our food,” Aliya added, suddenly speaking up even though she wasn’t an elder.

      Queen Medusa turned to her with a frown. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because Darling’s food is delicious,” Lin exclaimed.

      When Lin proclaimed my food delicious, the five elders and Queen Medusa looked at me as if silently asking whether I’d help prepare the meals, or maybe they were just wondering if her words had any truth to them. I couldn’t say.

      “I certainly don’t mind helping cook the meals, but I can’t do it alone.” I looked at my wives. “Will you help me?”

      “Of course, I will,” Kari said.

      Fay nodded as Raul shifted against her chest. “You may count on me as well.”

      “I will help too,” Siv said in a soft voice.

      “This princess will also—”

      “Since this event is in celebration of your safe return, this queen would prefer if you remained with her during the festivities.” Those words caused Lin’s cheeks to swell like a squirrel with acorns in them, but Queen Medusa just smiled. “Do not worry. During the celebration, this queen will introduce Eryk as your husband and explain the circumstances behind your marriage.”

      “This princess still doesn’t like it… but she supposes there is no other choice.” Lin sighed as her tail and shoulders slumped. “Very well. This princess will abide by your decision, Momma.”

      “In that case, this queen believes there is nothing more that needs to be discussed for now. We will begin preparations for the celebration tomorrow. In the meantime, you five—pardon this queen. She supposes it should be ‘you six,’ should it not? In any case, you should all get some rest. Aliya will show you to the quarters where you will be staying.”

      “Would it be possible to explore these ruins?” asked Kari.

      Queen Medusa looked at the blonde woman, her expression unreadable. There was a strange pressure in her gaze. I was sure anyone else would have been cowed, but while Kari had not reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism yet, she was still every bit as powerful as this woman. Something simple like a stern and unwavering gaze would not be enough to make her cower.

      “This queen will allow you to look around some other time. It is late right now, so you should all get some sleep.”

      While Kari seemed disappointed, I couldn’t help but feel relieved. If given the opportunity, I was sure my wife would turn the entire palace inside out, and that was not something we should be doing until after these people were more comfortable with us. The last thing we needed was Kari’s inquisitiveness causing an international incident.

      Aliya led us out of the throne room. I tried to keep track of where she was taking us, but I gave up after passing through a number of identical halls. Everything looked the same here. About the only thing I could figure out was that we were being led deeper into the palace.

      “This will be your bedroom during the duration of your time here,” Aliya said.

      The bedroom did not contain much in the way of creature comforts. There was no furniture, no bath, nothing except for a bed. This bed appeared to have been built into the floor rather unlike most beds. Fortunately, the bed was big enough that I was sure all six of us could fit on it. I judged it to be close to the size of the bed we were using in our wagon.

      “I’ll have some guards stationed outside. Let them know if you need anything.” Aliya paused here for a moment, eyes landing on Lin. “Also, I know I have already said this, but I’m very happy to see that you are safe, Princess Lin.”

      Aliya left after saying those parting words, leaving our group more or less alone, save the pair of Lamia guards who now stood on either side of the doorway. Speaking of, I noticed this palace did not have any doors. I didn’t know if the doors had simply rotted away or if this was a design choice. Either way, the idea of not having a door or something we could use to get some privacy bothered me.

      I wouldn’t feel comfortable having sex with my wives like this.

      Because it really was late, we decided to get some sleep. I found myself once again surrounded by women. Lin was nestled snugly between me and Kari. While my Primary Wife spooned Lin, the Lamia was burrowed in my side, hugging my arm as she curled her tail around my legs. Siv was simply sleeping on my chest. She slept on her stomach because of her wings, so this was her normal position. The only one not cuddling with me was Fay. However, that wasn’t because she didn’t want to. Our son was sleeping on the pillow right by my head, and Fay was on his other side.

      The girls had already gone to sleep. I found that despite being tired, I was a bit too hyped for rest. Closing my eyes, I activated Spiritual Perception and stretched out my awareness as far as it could go.

      There were a number of bright flames within this palace, all of them a dark purple. The strongest flame after mine and my wives’ was located far beneath us. That made me frown. I assumed Queen Medusa was the strongest, but she was still within the throne room. The five flames belonging to who I assumed were the elders remained with her. About twenty other flames were present within this palace. All of them ranged from purple flames that flickered like small candles to raging bonfires. Out of all the Spiritual Signatures I saw, the one that interested me the most was the most powerful flame among them.

      Could that flame belong to the elder who had stormed out of the throne room in such a huff?
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        * * *

      

      SLAM!

      Jahin winced as Muhammad slammed his fist into a wooden table, which shattered underneath the assault. Splinters scattered across the ground.

      “Damn that insolent queen! Damn that princess! Who do they think they are?! Medusa might be the queen now, but she is merely an impudent child who has no concept of tradition! I am the one who held our people together until she was coronated! Without me, there wouldn’t even be a Lamia kingdom! Our people would have vanished with the sands!”

      They were deep within the palace, located in a secret room not even Queen Medusa knew about. It looked like a study. There were shelves filled with books and scrolls along the walls. Jahin did not know the content of these books, but he knew Muhammad had been studying everything in here for some time.

      Muhammad took several deep breaths as if to calm himself. He placed a hand against his face and quivered with what seemed like rage. Jahin remained by the door. He was too afraid to even go in.

      “I had not planned for this situation at all,” Muhammad mumbled to himself as he dragged his hands down his face. “The return of the princess was completely unforeseen and throws a wrench into all my plans. Now that she is here, there is no way to convince Queen Medusa to sire a child with you, and if she does not do that, I won’t have any means with which to manipulate her.”

      Jahin shifted against the wall. “I too am rather displeased by this development.”

      It went without saying that Jahin had long desired to make Queen Medusa his own. It wasn’t just her beauty that he craved. She was, of course, the most stunning Lamia in the entire kingdom. That went without saying. However, what Jahin really wanted to do was break Queen Medusa. How glorious would it be to crush the spirit of such a strong woman? The very thought made Jahin shiver with desire.

      Muhammad did not seem to hear him.

      “Our original plan was to have you marry the princess, then raise her child to overthrow the matriarchy… but that fell through when that impudent brat rejected your advances. We couldn’t even force her into compliance because the queen wouldn’t allow it. I wonder if she suspected me…”

      Muhammad grew silent and pensive. Jahin dared not interrupt this man when he was thinking. However, as the silence continued, growing longer and more stifling by the second, he found himself squirming.

      Finally…

      “It seems we will need to readjust our plans even more,” Muhammad said with a frown.

      He wandered over to a bookshelf and grabbed a sheet of papyrus, a stick of charcoal, and went back to the shattered table. Muhammad studied the fragments for a moment, then swept them into a pile with his tail. After that, he placed a hand against the fragments.

      Jahin did not know how Muhammad did it, but the splinters quivered before slowly being pieced back together. Little by little, the table reformed as if time were being reversed. With the table back, Muhammad put the papyrus on the smooth surface and began writing something. When he finished, he rolled the scroll back up and handed it to Jahin.

      “Deliver this to our friends in the Endless Desert. With luck, it will arrive before the festivities begin.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      Jahin reached out and grabbed the rolled-up papyrus. Before he could pull it from Muhammad’s hands, however, the man spoke with a threatening tone.

      “Do not fail me, Jahin. We are running out of time, and I am running out of patience.”

      Jahin gulped but nodded. “I understand, Father. You can count on me.”

      “Good. It is nice to know I have such a capable son.”

      Jahin was able to detect the sarcasm in Muhammad’s voice, which caused him to flinch, but he did everything he could to ignore it. After receiving the papyrus scroll, he left the room and began traveling through the secret passage toward an exit that would take him outside of the city.

      He needed to hurry up and deliver this scroll.
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      Jahin pushed up the large door. The door flipped up and hit the ground with a smack. Dust flew everywhere as he emerged from the stairwell and traveled into the cool night air. Shivering as he lifted the door and set it back on the entrance to the secret passage embedded in the ground, he took a moment to orient himself.

      Behind him was the Lamia city, which he could just see thanks to several fires used to light it.

      Lamia didn’t normally leave their homes at night. It was far too cold. Their cold-blooded nature made traveling when the sun wasn’t out dangerous, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t. If, say, a Lamia had to answer nature’s call, there was no choice but to go outside. That was why there were also fires to light the city at night.

      Once Jahin understood where he was in relation to the city, he slithered off into the night, shivering as he wrapped a thick blanket tighter around his body. The cold seeped into his skin, his muscles, and even his bones. He shivered some more. He hated that he was being made to do this. He didn’t blame his father, of course. He blamed Lin. If that blasted princess hadn’t returned, then he would have no doubt been selected as Queen Medusa’s mate.

      “Damn that bitch. When I get my hands on her, I will make sure she regrets ever coming back. I’ll break her mind and body! I’ll turn her into my cum dump!”

      He ranted and raved, which didn’t help him feel much better but instead served to further increase his rage and hatred of Lin. Jahin would not feel better about this matter until that girl was a broken doll whose only purpose was to please him.

      With those thoughts keeping a fiery hot rage burning in his gut, he continued traveling until he came upon a much smaller set of ruins.

      It was hard to see them at first. Not only were these ruins the same color as the surrounding sands, but it was night and no fires could be seen.

      Unlike Queen Medusa’s palace, these ruins were not structures left behind by an ancient civilization, but were instead the dead remains of a city that had been ransacked decades ago. The buildings were made of sun-dried bricks similar to the ones used in the Lamia village. Most of them were dilapidated, however. Quite a few were broken, with walls missing, no ceiling, or completely destroyed. Only the largest building in the very center of this ruined husk of a village remained.

      That was the building Jahin traveled to.

      While the building itself was still rundown, it was in better shape than the rest of the village. Jahin slithered through the door and entered the main entrance hall. Columns lined much of the room, keeping the roof from caving in. It was easy to tell from just the columns, which were decorated with unique designs, that this building had belonged to a noble.

      A chill went down Jahin’s spine as he traveled deeper into the room. It felt like he was being watched. No, he probably was being watched. There were eyes on him from all over, though he could not see them.

      Of course, while he couldn’t see them, he could smell them.

      “C-come out! I know you’re there!”

      Jahin cursed as his voice cracked. He didn’t really have time to lament though. Laughter echoed from somewhere to his left, causing him to turn around. He didn’t see anyone, but he thought he saw a tail slithering across the ground, disappearing behind a column.

      “I see we finally have a guest entering our humble abode,” a voice said, sounding like it was coming from everywhere at once. “I apologize in advance for not offering refreshments. We ran out of fresh tea leaves, you see.”

      Jahin felt anger boiling inside of him. “I’m not here to play these games! And I’m not here for tea! Come out, Jafar!”

      A sigh echoed all around him.

      “Very well. If you insist.”

      At those words, several candles affixed to the columns and walls suddenly began burning, illuminating the room and revealing several people who had been invisible up to this point. Quite a few of them were humans. In fact, Jahin would have said more than half of them were humans. But there were also at least ten Lamia present, and the one standing right in front of Jahin, who he had not even known was there, was the largest among them.

      Jafar was large even by Lamia standards. His tail alone must have been ten meters long. His body was not lithe like many other Lamia either, but packed with bulging muscles that rippled every time he made a gesture. Dark skin marred by scars gave him a mean appearance. One of those scars traveled right down his face, going from the crown of his head, over his right eye with its milky pupil, and down to his chin. It was an ugly-looking thing, all puckered and stark white.

      “Little Jahin. It has been some time since I last saw you. How’s your old man doing?”

      While Jafar’s voice sounded like he was pleasantly surprised, Jahin knew better. The mocking smile this Lamia wore told him the man didn’t care one whit for him or his father. This man had become a bandit for a reason—and that reason was he didn’t care about anything other than his own interests.

      Wanting to get this over with quickly, Jahin raised his hand, the rolled-up papyrus scroll tightly held within his grasp.

      “Father has another job for you.”

      “I should have figured it was a job. You never come out here simply to see how I’m doing. Well, your father always pays well, so it isn’t like I mind doing a job for him, but you should also know who I work for.”

      Jafar took the scroll from his hand and unrolled it. As he read the contents, Jahin spoke.

      “Don’t worry. I know who your master is. What we want you to do won’t step on the Malik Family’s toes. In fact, I believe they will approve of this task.”

      “Hmm…” Jafar finished reading the contents, rolled up the scroll, and tossed it to one of his men. He looked back at Jahin as the human burned the scroll with a Spiritual Fire Technique. “Tell your old man we’ll take the job, but only on one condition. This job is gonna be big, and it seems to me like he’s offering this knowing we’ll all die in the attempt. Since that’s the case, he’s gonna have to double our usual fee, and our shipment will have to come in before the quest takes place.”

      Jahin bristled at this man’s request, but he knew better than to reject it out of hand. He understood Jafar well enough to know this man really would refuse the quest if they didn’t do as he asked. Jafar was also the only one who could accomplish a task like this. He had the upper hand in these negotiations.

      “I can’t promise anything, but I will let my father know of your demands,” Jahin said.

      “I already knew a puppet wouldn’t be able to guarantee my demands.” While Jahin felt his tail grow stiff with agitation, Jafar waved him off. “Go back home and tell Muhammad what I told you. If he comes through for me, I’ll lend him my Red Scorpions. If he doesn’t, then I won’t work with him. Simple as that.”

      Now that his task was done, Jahin didn’t stick around. He turned and left the building. Behind him, the sound of Jafar’s laughter echoed from the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      The day after we arrived in the Lamia city, Queen Medusa announced to her people that a party would be held in celebration of Lin’s safe return. This had caused the atmosphere to turn festive. In fact, I was honestly surprised by how excited everyone seemed to be. People were talking about it as they went about their daily business, others were creating decorations to set up, and some more had gone into the desert to collect supplies… though I had no idea where they would find said supplies.

      I was in charge of the cooking. Queen Medusa said she wanted me to make them a feast worthy of this event, and while I normally wouldn’t care, this time I did. This feast was being held in honor of Lin, after all. There was no way I couldn’t care about anything involving my wife.

      I wanted this feast to be a success.

      “Okay. I’ve taken a look at our stores of meat and determined we don’t have enough to feed an entire village of Lamia. That meat was only meant to last our group of six for two years as we traveled through the Endless Desert. We’ll be eaten out of house and home if we use it for the party.”

      My wives and I were in the kitchen, gathered around a table made of stone. We weren’t alone. Aliya and a group of maidservants had gathered with us. Of course, it was hard to tell they were maids since no one wore clothes. I still didn’t understand why they went without them, but I hadn’t been given a good opportunity to ask if Lamia were all exhibitionists.

      “We can provide you with the meat,” Aliya said.

      “What kind of meat do you have?” asked Kari. “Also, do you have vegetables as well?”

      “We have a lot more than just meat,” Aliya exclaimed before looking at the center maid. I guess she was the head maid.

      Coughing into her hand, the head maid said, “For meat, we have goats, sheep, and some wild fowl. We can also get fish, but that requires traveling to the ocean, which is a long journey. For produce, we have barley and emmer wheat, beans, lentils, onions, leaks, and cucumbers.”

      “That’s a lot more than I expected,” Fay stated in surprise.

      “You only saw one part of Thuebes,” Aliya said. “Our city has several large oases that gather water from underground rivers. They are a little further out, about two hours' travel from the city proper. However, each oasis is used to farm a specific type of produce or raise animals.”

      I was happy to learn they had more produce than I anticipated. Of course, I knew the Lamia needed to have some way to produce food because they couldn’t rely on thievery with the numbers they had (the Lamia population was close to 1,000), but I still found it shocking.

      Kari seemed too as well. However, unlike me, she clapped her hands and presented everyone with a cheery look.

      “That’s great! Since we don’t have to worry about supplying the food, we can think of something to make with what the Lamia have. Do you have any goat cheese?”

      “Goat cheese?”

      The Lamia looked confused, which I took to mean they didn’t know what goat cheese was. They probably didn’t have any cheese period. Well, I guess it was too much to expect everything about us would be similar just because we shared some similarities.

      “If you don’t have it, then don’t worry,” Kari said. “I was just wondering. Anyway, can you take us to your current stock so we can see what we have to work with? It will make preparing a meal easier.”

      “Certainly.” Aliya nodded before gesturing toward one of the maids again. “Eshe can take you there.”

      Eshe was the head maid, a Lamia woman who looked to be in the middle years of her life. She led our group to the storeroom where all the food was kept. They only had harvested food inside. Meat didn’t keep well, so Lamia never processed the animals unless they planned on eating the entire thing. The head maid told us the animals would be brought later.

      Most of what they had inside the storeroom appeared to be wheat.

      “With all this barley, we can easily create flat bread… and it looks like they have honey!” Fay exclaimed as she saw several jars of what appeared to be honey sitting against a wall. “With this, we can create honeyed bread! I wonder if there are any almonds around? If there are, we can bake them into the bread as well.”

      “We do indeed have some honey,” Eshe told her. “Since this is an important celebration, Queen Medusa has told us you are allowed to use whatever you deem necessary to create a worthy feast. However, I would like to let you know that our supplies of honey are limited. Raising bees requires a lot of resources that we simply do not have. What we have here is all we possess.”

      “Hmm… if we don’t have a lot of honey, maybe we should use it for dessert instead.” Fay turned to the dragon girl next to her. “What do you think?”

      Siv studied the jar of honey with her head tilted. She had picked up a lot of Fay’s taste in food since she was closest to the redhead.

      “Baklava?” asked Siv.

      “That does sound good and wouldn’t require a lot of honey, but… do we have any walnuts?”

      Siv shrugged as if to say, “How should I know?”

      While Siv and Fay were thinking about what kind of desserts to make, Kari was cataloging the vegetables. There were several sacks’ worth of vegetables stored in this cold space. We were deep underground, and I believe Eshe said something about a river flowing beneath the city, which explained why this area was so chilly. The cool water from the river served to lower the temperature. That must have been why they used this as a storehouse.

      “It looks like there should be enough vegetables to create a soup,” Kari murmured. “If we use goat milk as the base, we can create a thick soup by cutting up some vegetables and adding wild fowl and sheep to the mix. I’d use the goats too, but we want those for their milk.”

      “It looks like they also have some spices we can use,” I said. “Some of these grow in Nevaria, but there are a few we have that they don’t and vice versa.”

      Kari stroked her jaw. “Certain spices and herbs only grow in arid climates like this.”

      There were a number of jars and pots containing spices. Cumin, coriander, fennel bulbs, caraway, and anise appeared to be the main spices available.

      We finished taking stock of everything they had, then went back to the kitchen and debated over what to make. It took several hours of conversation, but our group eventually decided on what we would be cooking and informed the maids, who didn’t recognize any of the dishes we described. However, they had been told to help us with our task. Thus, our group got to work.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike the room Lin was staying in with her family, the one belonging to her mother had water flowing into it. A long tub sat in the center of the room. Her momma was lounging inside of it as she sipped some wine from a goblet. Lin was with her, trying hard not to let her displeasure become known.

      “Why do you look like you are pouting, daughter? Could it be that you are displeased to spend time with this queen?”

      “This princess isn’t displeased.” Lin turned her head. “She just wants to spend time with Darling, Big Sister, Fay, and Siv.”

      “Hmmm… you have spent a lot of time with them already, have you not?” Her momma took another slow sip of wine, savoring the flavor. “Can you not find it in yourself to spend some time with your mother? It has been many years since we were able to spend time together like this.”

      “What do you think this princess is doing right now?”

      Lin didn’t want to seem petulant, but she also didn’t like being away from Darling and Big Sister. No doubt those two were having fun without her. If she wasn’t there every waking moment, she was sure she would miss out.

      “Haaaah… it seems that is the most this queen can expect.” Her momma sighed as though Lin’s words had tired her. “Tell this queen something, dear daughter. You love that man, yes? Eryk?”

      “This princess loves Darling very much!”

      “Why is that?”

      “What do you mean?” Lin tilted her head. “It is because Darling is Darling.”

      Her momma stared at her for the longest time, then sighed again. “This queen feels like she should have expected that answer.”

      If you expected that answer, why did you ask?

      Lin remained silent as her momma climbed out of the bath, water dripping from her large breasts and toned stomach. She often wondered if she would ever get breasts like that. Hers had not grown at all in the past few years. Were her momma’s genes fated to never pass onto her?

      Her momma grabbed a towel and dried herself off. She spoke as she did.

      “Do you remember all the lessons this queen gave you on the duties of a Lamia princess?”

      “Of course, this princess remembers.”

      “Then you should know that you will become the next Medusa when this queen steps down. If this queen does not step down by the time you become an adult, then your daughter will become the next Medusa.” A pause ensued as her momma thought about something. “Regardless of the outcome, you will need to produce an heir. This queen hopes you realize that.”

      “If you are telling this princess she needs to mate with a Lamia and produce a pure Lamia heir, then you already know what her response will be.”

      “Yes, this queen is aware.” A smile appeared on her momma’s face, though it was a mixture of amused and resigned. “Do not worry, this queen has no intention of attempting to force you to mate with another Lamia. However, we will have to take certain steps to ensure you produce strong Lamia offspring.”

      “That is something to think about in the future,” Lin said. “Not right now.”

      “Yes, but this queen is telling you now so you do not forget. Anyway, follow this queen to the gardens. She would like to spend a bit more time with you before giving you back to your husband.”

      “… All right.”

      “And don’t pout like this queen is stealing you away.”

      “This princess will try her best.”
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        * * *

      

      The party took place five days after it was announced. As we were in charge of preparing the food for the feast, myself, Kari, Fay, and Siv were not able to leave the kitchen right away. We had spent the past several days teaching the maids how to create the dishes we made.

      Like Aliya, the Lamia maids loved the food we cooked for them. Eshe was a big fan of the stew. She enjoyed the taste of the goat milk mixed with the meat and vegetables. The other two maids liked the dessert, baklava, which was Siv and Fay’s favorite of what we’d made.

      Once we had prepared the initial meals, we let the maids under Eshe’s command take over, gathered the food we had currently prepared, and brought it out to where the festivities were already in full swing.

      I had been invited to my fair share of parties. There were a lot of nobles who wanted to curry favor with me, if not because I was Kari Astralia’s husband, then because I was the leader of the Nevarian Braves. I declined many of the parties I was invited to, but it wasn’t like I could decline every invitation.

      But while I had attended many a party, none of them were like the one I was attending just then.

      The first difference was that we were the only humans present. Everyone else in attendance was a Lamia. While our group always stood out because of who we were, we never stood out because of what we were.

      Everyone stared at our group as we set several large pots on a table that had been spread out next to a large podium made of stone. This place looked a lot like a town square. That said, there were no cobblestone roads and no buildings that looked like places to shop. Come to think of it, I didn’t know what kind of currency Lamia used. Everyone on this continent used valis, but I had never seen a single valis since coming here.

      Queen Medusa was already on the podium with her daughter and the six elders. Lin’s eyes lit up when she saw us. Once I had set the pot and plates I was carrying on the table, I waved at her and grinned when she waved back.

      I was surprised to see Muhammad present, but I guessed he was obligated to show up. He didn’t look very happy to be there. What a frumpy old man.

      “Everyone!” Queen Medusa’s voice rang out across the square. She raised her hands in a theatrical gesture as if praising the nine realms. “Today is a glorious day! This queen’s daughter has returned after years of being missing! Our heir has come back!”

      “OOOOHH!!”

      A loud cheer went up as everyone looked at Lin, who didn’t look at all like her arrogant self as she timidly waved at everyone.

      “She must be embarrassed, standing up there without her ‘Big Sister.’” Fay looked at Kari with a teasing smile. Kari had Lin so wrapped around her finger that the Lamia princess could have been made into a ring. Lin almost never did anything without her big sister’s permission.

      Kari only puffed out her large chest. “Of course, she isn’t comfortable without me. For all the confidence she displays with us, that girl simply isn’t used to being paraded in front of people without us. Remember the parade? She was even shy during that, and we were all with her.”

      “I guess you bring up a good point,” Fay admitted. She was blushing. She probably didn’t expect to have Kari simply roll with her joke, though I felt she honestly should have. Kari was shameless.

      Because we couldn’t leave Raul on his own, he was in the baby carrier on Fay’s back. The little one was wide awake. He seemed interested in looking at all the Lamia present. Gurgles echoed from him as he reached out with his stubby hands.

      Queen Medusa didn’t even look our way, so she probably hadn’t noticed our conversation. She surveyed the crowd with her arms still spread, then slowly brought them back down, a smile still on her face.

      “This queen’s daughter, your princess, did not come alone. A young human named Eryk Veiger rescued her. It was thanks to this young man that our princess was able to survive.” Murmurs swept through the crowd as all eyes turned toward me, but Queen Medusa ignored them and continued. “During their time together, Lin grew closer and fell in love with this man, who harbors none of the hatred for Lamia that humans of the Endless Desert have. She has given him the Ring of Marji, and they have been wed in holy matrimony.”

      At this, the murmurs became full conversations. I couldn’t hear what anyone was saying. They were too far away and there were too many people talking to make out individual conversations, but I could tell that most of these people were confused and some even disapproved. I could tell from the looks on their faces.

      “This queen knows what you are thinking, but what’s done is done,” Queen Medusa said. “Lin has chosen a man she wishes to spend her entire life with, and even if this queen wanted to fight against her decision, she would not. Lin owes Eryk her life, and thus, her life belongs to him anyway. This queen hopes all of you will support her decision. If nothing else, you should get to know the man she married and come to your own conclusions. That is also what this celebration is about.”

      It was easy to see no one knew how to take this knowledge. Should they really support Lin’s decision to marry a human? Humans were the enemy! I could see that thought within the eyes of the Lamia nearest me. However, that desire to hate me out of instinct conflicted with their need to obey their queen.

      I didn’t know much about Lamia culture, but I knew the queen was the monarch, the ultimate ruler, and the one who made all the decisions. The idea of disobeying her seemed anathema to these people.

      I expected Muhammad to make a snide comment to undermine Queen Medusa’s authority, but he didn’t. He did have a smirk plastered on his face, though. Maybe he thought there was no need for him to say anything.

      “Now then! This queen has said enough. It is time to eat!”

      Queen Medusa clapped her hands, and we took our cue, lifting the lids off the pots and plates. Steam billowed from the food. A strong scent wafted out and spread through the town square, making the group nearest the table stop talking and take in a deep breath. Drool appeared on the lips of those present. Eyes glazed over. It was as if the scent had intoxicated them.

      While this was just the first serving, there were many different types of food present. The main dish being served was simply racks of ribs that had been seasoned with brown sugar, salt, pepper, smoked paprika, garlic powder, onion powder, ground mustard, and cinnamon. It had a very strong scent and a bold flavor. We had grilled the ribs over an open fire. However, it wasn’t like that was the only dish being served.

      There was also the stew Kari and I had made with goat milk as the base. It didn’t have as strong a scent as ribs. Normally, we probably wouldn’t have made this with ribs, but since there were a lot of mouths to feed and not enough ribs to go around, we figured some people might prefer this and fill their bellies on stew instead.

      The last dish was a dessert and would not be served until everyone had their fill. That was the baklava, which had been made by Fay and Siv.

      “Well?” Queen Medusa asked. “Why is everyone standing on ceremony? You are free to eat.”

      Despite Queen Medusa’s words, the many Lamia still looked hesitant. No one came up.

      “Hmph. If you people are not going to eat, then this princess will.”

      Lin slithered off the podium and came over to the table, grabbed a plate, held it out, and looked at me with a big smile.

      “This princess wants her food now. Serve her up, Darling.”

      “Hungry?”

      I smiled as I put the racks of ribs on the plate, then took a bowl and filled it with stew. Lin was drooling as she watched me serve her. A loud rumble echoed from her stomach. She inhaled the scent of the food, the smile on her face growing.

      “This princess did not get to eat your cooking yesterday.”

      “And that’s why you look like you’re about ready to eat your own arm?”

      “Don’t tease this princess. Hurry and give her your food.”

      “All right. All right. Here you go.”

      “Thank you.”

      Overcome with joy, Lin pressed her lips against mine, then grabbed her plate and bowl and moved away.

      Still nobody came up, but then Aliya wandered over to us and asked us to serve her some food. Perhaps it was because she was more well known among the Lamia community, but her actions seemed to have the desired effect. Once she left and began happily munching on her meal, the other Lamia came up, sometimes just one and sometimes in groups of two or three.

      Most of the people coming up to be served came to either me, Kari, or Fay. I guess because Siv was a Drakvar, these Lamia were wary. Even though she did not like being around many people, she still looked a little distraught as no one came up to her. That was why I had her come over to me, and we served everyone together. The Lamia still acted wary, but it seemed they weren’t willing to disrespect me for fear of accidentally insulting Queen Medusa.

      There was not enough food in the first serving to feed everyone, but Eshe and her maids came out just as we were running low with another massive serving.

      It took about two hours to finally serve everyone. Then we were able to serve ourselves. Once we had our food in hand, we traveled up the podium and ate with Queen Medusa.

      “Everyone is enjoying your cooking,” the woman said. “This queen must admit, she has never tasted anything quite like this. It has a very bold flavor.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Darling’s food is the best!” Lin shouted her sentiments after she finished her first serving. “This princess is going to get seconds.”

      “I didn’t cook the second serving.”

      “Nevermind. This princess will remain here.”

      After that declaration, Lin discarded her plate and slithered over until she was resting her head on my lap. I laughed as the girl nuzzled my crotch like she was asking me to pet her.

      “You realize my hands are full.”

      “Then this princess will feed you.”

      She snatched the plate from my hands, placed it on her lap, and grabbed a set of ribs. Holding the ribs to my face, she said, “Say ‘ah,’ Darling.”
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I sighed, but said, “ah,” and allowed the girl to place the ribs against my mouth. I wondered if she realized how messy her hands were getting. It would have been so much easier if she’d just let me eat myself.

      “If this princess lets you eat yourself, you won’t be able to pet her head.”

      “She brings up a good point,” Kari mumbled around a mouthful of stew.

      “I want you to pet my head too,” Siv admitted.

      Since I was being double-teamed now, I decided there was nothing to do but grin and bear it. That said, I was not interested in having Lin’s dirty hands get anywhere near my lap.

      While Lin was feeding me, Fay finished her meal in a hurry and began breast feeding the anxious Raul. Our son had been making noises of complaint for a few minutes now.

      I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of Fay baring her breasts where other men could see her, but no one seemed to be paying attention right now. Maybe they were too taken in with the food. Then again, maybe they were just used to seeing boobs since every Lamia present except Lin was naked. I didn’t know.

      Once I had finished eating, Lin and Siv placed their heads on my lap, one head for each thigh. Their large eyes as they looked at me made it impossible to resist. I placed my hands on their heads and ran my fingers through their hair.

      My actions seemed to rouse the interest of the Lamia around me. The strange gazes they sent my way informed me of the shock they felt. I didn’t think this would be enough to make their dislike toward humans disappear, but maybe they would be willing to give me and my wives a chance.

      Everyone had eaten their fill after several hours. The sun was going down, someone lit up a series of bonfires all around the square, and the Lamia began to dance.

      There was no rhyme or reason to their dancing; their movements did not follow any kind of rhythm. It was chaotic and free. Bodies moved to a pandemonic rhythm as several Lamia beat on a series of drums with their tails.

      Lin, seeing what was happening, leapt up and grabbed my hand.

      “Come on, Darling! Dance with this princess!”

      I smiled and was about to stand, but before she could pull me to my feet, a powerful Spiritual Pressure exploded around us. The many dancing Lamia were sent to the ground. The rhythm from the drums stopped. No one screamed, but that was because they couldn’t scream, not because they didn’t want to.

      Queen Medusa stood on her tail. Her golden eyes were narrowed in a fierce expression. Her teeth were bared. She looked furious.

      “It seems we are under attack,” she announced.

      “Who is it?” I asked, activating Spiritual Perception. “I am sensing quite a few presences. Ten of them are Lamia, but there are around twenty or so humans. All of them have reached at least the Second State of Spiritualism.”

      “This queen believes it is Jafar and his ilk,” Queen Medusa said with a low hiss. “They are Lamia who were exiled from the city for committing heinous crimes… This queen should have just killed him, but there are so few of us…”

      There were less than 1,000 Lamia in the Endless Desert, making them practically endangered. I could understand her reluctance to kill even one of her own people no matter their crimes.

      At that moment, a scream went up near the back. A group of humans were darting swiftly between the crowd. They were dressed in pure black outfits that covered their entire bodies and had black cowls wrapped around their faces, so all anyone could see was their eyes.

      Blades flashed, wind blades leapt from swords and flew forward, cutting into flesh and severing bones. They weren’t the only ones attacking. A group of Lamia had also appeared and began using their affinity for poison to create purple smoke that spread over the crowd. Screams of pain soon echoed everywhere.

      “Lin! Use the earth element to sense everyone attacking and immobilize them. Kari and Fay, you two will be our attackers. Siv, can you protect the Lamia with your wind? Create shields around them!”

      I spoke before Queen Medusa could even begin issuing orders to her own forces. The queen looked at me, blinking like she hadn’t heard what I said, but then she snapped back.

      “Eryk, this queen is certain you are strong, but…”

      “Do not concern yourself over this matter.” I gave the woman my most reassuring smile. “I know it might be hard to entrust the lives of your people to a couple of humans, but please trust us.” Once I said my piece, I paid her no more attention and began speaking to my women. “Are you four ready?”

      “Yes!” they said at the same time.

      “Then let’s do this.”

      Fay handed Raul off to me. The young baby seemed to understand something was happening because he began tearing up, but I tried my best to keep him occupied while the ladies got ready. I bopped him on the nose and made funny faces. That seemed to lighten his mood.

      I more or less took a back seat as the girls got to work. Sure, I could have interfered, but that would have been overkill.

      The first to act was Siv. A powerful wind blew through the square, infused with an impressive Spiritual Power that I could feel even without using Spiritual Perception. First, the poison fog that covered the square was blown away. Then the wind encased everyone present within a series of small barriers.

      The enemy humans and Lamia still tried to attack, unaware of what Siv had done since the wind barrier was invisible. A ripple of shock passed through them when upon having their swords or Spiritual Techniques make contact with a person, they bounced off or were eradicated as if torn apart by something. Siv had added rotating force to her barriers. The rotation created something like an opposing force of cutting wind blades that slice through everything from weapons to Spiritual Techniques. Breaking her barrier would require someone to use more spiritual power than what was used to construct the barrier.

      No one here had that kind of power save me.

      During that time, as the attackers were trying to recover from their shock, Lin came into contact with the earth and sank into the ground. Barely a second after she did, several tendrils made of sand latched onto the thirty something attackers. Screams of shock rang out.

      “W-what is this?! I can’t move?!”

      “It’s grabbing me?! Is it a Demon Beast?! How?!”

      “C-can’t move! Why can’t I move?!”

      “All right, you two,” I said, turning to Fay and Kari. “It’s your turn. Eradicate them.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kari gave me a playful salute.

      “Don’t kill all of them!” Medusa suddenly shouted. “This queen needs at least one of them alive so we can question them!”

      “You heard the lady!” I said to the pair.

      I’m pretty sure they heard me. They didn’t respond with words, however, and instead transformed into their respective elements.

      Kari became a being made of pure light, a golden formation of light energy that made her look like a divine being instead of a human, though she still retained her human shape. She was so bright to look at that many of the Lamia looked away when they turned their heads to see what was going on.

      Next to her, Fay had erupted into an intense flame. Her body still resembled a human, but she had turned into a brilliant blue and white flame with just a few hints of red and orange. Oddly enough, despite being a burning inferno, no heat emitted from her body. Even the ground she stood on remained pristine.

      The two of them, immediately after transforming into their respective elements, disappeared—to the average eye at least.

      Because they were no longer confined to a human form, the pair had transcended the limits of human capability and were able to move far more quickly. Kari was the faster of the two. Light traveled at speeds that far exceeded fire, and she used that to her advantage, zipping around the battlefield and killing all the humans who’d attacked the celebration.

      While she was a lot slower, Fay made up for her lack of speed with pure firepower. Every punch blasted a hole clean through an attacking Lamia. One Lamia’s body was completely incinerated, another had their head blown off, and one was chopped in half when Fay’s left arm turned into a flaming sword as she swung it. The wound was cauterized, but the Lamia was still split into two separate halves. He died long before his body hit the ground.

      The battle couldn’t have lasted for more than maybe sixty seconds. Once all of the enemies were dead, lying in pools of their own blood or turned into burnt-out husks, Lin, Kari, and Fay returned to their original forms. While Lin and Kari went back onto the podium, Fay grabbed one of the Lamia she’d fought and dragged him up to us.

      He was a really muscular Lamia—far more muscular than any I’d seen before. He also had a nasty scar going down one side of his face. The eye the scar passed through was milky white, so he was probably blind in that eye.

      Currently, said Lamia was shaking hard, his face drained of blood. It looked like he was trying not to piss himself.

      “This one is the strongest attacker. I think he is the leader, so I left him alive.” Fay dropped him in front of the stunned Queen Medusa, who didn’t look like she knew what to do just then. I imagined she was shocked by how fast these four had taken out a group of thirty Spiritualists. “I figured he would have most of the answers you seek.”

      “I-Indeed, he should.” Queen Medusa came back to herself, coughed into her hand, and looked at our group. “Th-thank you. This queen is very grateful for your help.”

      “It was no trouble,” Kari said with a smile.

      “Er… yes.”

      “While Queen Medusa questions this guy, I’m going to heal everyone who is injured,” I said.

      “Sounds good,” Kari agreed.

      “We’ll leave that to you,” Fay added.

      “You go, Darling.”

      “Do you need help?”

      I shook my head at Siv’s question. “I’m fine. You ladies should take a break and leave this to me.”

      I hopped off the podium and wandered up to the first person I saw who was injured. They were lying on the ground, holding the stump where their arm used to be. I looked around and saw the arm lying a meter from their feet. Grabbing it, I placed the arm against the bleeding stump, channeled water through it, and reattached the arm, nerve endings and all. It happened so fast that it seemed like only an instant had passed.

      As the Lamia was staring at his healed arm in shock, I was already moving, healing each injured Lamia I came across one by one. The party was over and the sun had gone down, but it looked like none of us would be getting any sleep tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          

      

    

    








            RETURN TO MUQADAS

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent most of the night healing the injured. While we had responded quickly enough that there were very few fatalities, it did not mean there were no casualties. Quite a few people had been hurt. Those people who invaded the Lamia city had snuck inside by traveling beneath the sand and attacking when they were practically under our feet—or our tails. Once I finished using the water element to heal everyone, Queen Medusa had Aliya direct us back toward our room inside of the palace.

      I didn’t know what the queen was doing right now, but us five had spent the last few hours just lying in bed. None of us were tired. However, given the state of the city, we figured it would be best if we waited here until everything settled down.

      “What do you think that was all about?” asked Fay. She was lying against a large pile of pillows, her breast exposed as she fed Raul.

      “Who knows?” Kari shrugged. She was sitting with her legs tucked partially beneath her. “Back in our previous life, I didn’t think anyone was dumb enough to attack the Lamia’s city.”

      “No, there are a few who might do something like this for the right price,” I said. “There aren’t any mercenary companies who’d do it, but I think the Red Scorpions might.”

      “You think those people were members of the Red Scorpions?” Kari tilted her head, placed a finger against her chin, and tapped it several times. “Now that you mention it, I remember the few times we faced off against the Red Scorpions and they were wearing the same outfits as those people.”

      “They’re also the only group that employs both humans and Lamia,” I added.

      “So you think the people who attacked this princess’ home are these ‘Red Scorpions’?”

      Lin was lying with her head on my lap as I stroked her hair. Siv was too. Both Drakvar and Lamia looked like they were greatly enjoying my ministrations. Lin released gentle yet pleasant on the ear hisses, and Siv let out a low rumbling sound in the back of her throat. It was like the dragon equivalent of purring.

      “We won’t know for sure until Queen Medusa comes back from interrogating that man we spared,” I said. “I think there is a high possibility they are the Red Scorpions. The problem is that I still can’t see a reason why they would attack the Lamia city. Even without us here, attacking this place is practically suicide.”

      “Maybe they were paid a lot of money?” Siv suggested in a quiet voice.

      “It must have been enough money to rule a nation,” Fay muttered as Raul stopped feeding on her. She brought our son to her shoulder and burped him as she continued to speak. “While these people might be the kind who would attack the Lamia’s home, I doubt they’d do so without incredible incentive.”

      Fay brought up a good point, but again, we wouldn’t know for sure until Queen Medusa finished her interrogation.

      As if my thoughts brought her to us, Queen Medusa walked through the open entryway and into our room. She paused upon seeing her daughter blissed out from having her head pat as she rested it on my lap. Shaking her head, the woman continued slithering along the stone floor and stopped before us.

      “Thank you again for protecting this queen’s people,” she started. “Without your intervention, this queen is certain many of her people would have died. It is because of your fast actions that only a few were killed. Even those who received life threatening injuries did not suffer any permanent damage.”

      “It was no trouble,” I said.

      “This is Lin’s home,” Kari added. “It’s only natural we would defend it.”

      “This queen can tell Lin is very loved. She is grateful to the four of you for your favor.”

      Queen Medusa stopped talking for a moment, expression growing pensive. The five of us glanced at each other. Something was going on. All of us could tell.

      “Did you finish questioning that man we caught?” I asked.

      “We did…” Queen Medusa’s frown grew more prominent, causing wrinkles to appear on her forehead. “The man you kidnapped is called Jafar. Many years ago, he tried to usurp this queen’s position as the ruler of Lamia by gathering men who were dissatisfied with my rule. They failed, of course, and this queen banished them.” She looked at her hands and clenched them into fists. “This queen should have killed them, but she hesitated because we Lamia are not a populous species. There are barely 1,000 of us left. Killing even ten Lamia makes this queen’s stomach churn.”

      None of us said anything. This was actually information we didn’t know. Even in my previous life, I had not been given an accurate estimation of the Lamia population. Also, this conversation was a lot heavier than any we’d had thus far.

      Queen Medusa shook her head as though dispelling those thoughts.

      “This queen has learned much from questioning Jafar. He told her a great many things, like how he went on to form a group called the Red Scorpions. They are marauders who travel the Endless Desert, killing and stealing from whoever they please—at least, that is what everyone is led to believe.”

      “Are you telling us the Red Scorpions aren’t simply marauders?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Queen Medusa answered simply before explaining. “This queen has learned from Jafar that the Red Scorpions work for the Malik Family. They are a powerful human family who own a good deal of fertile land in the Endless Desert. They trade in all kinds of things from food, clothing, and water to slaves and information. This queen has come to learn that many of her people were captured by the Red Scorpions and sold off to the Malik Family, who own an auction house in the Endless Desert.”

      “An auction house?” Fay straightened where she sat. “You mean a place that auctions off rare and powerful artifacts?”

      Queen Medusa denied her words. “No, this auction house is a slave auction house. They only auction off slaves, and it seems they specialize in auctioning off Lamia slaves.”

      “Lamia are very popular slaves,” I muttered, biting my thumb. “Lamia are considered exotic by many of the Endless Desert’s nobles, so a lot of them want a Lamia or two as a sex slave.”

      Queen Medusa nodded at my words. “This queen did not say anything to you, but several of her people have disappeared since your group arrived. Please forgive this queen. She did not believe you had the right to know since this is not your home.”

      None of us were particularly upset by Queen Medusa withholding information from us. She was right, after all. This was not our home.

      “What happened to the people who went missing?” asked Lin.

      “They were delivered to Jafar, who sent them to Muqadas, where the auction house is located. We have also learned from Jafar that the one who kidnapped them was none other than Muhammad. Unfortunately, Muhammad and his son Jahin have gone missing. We believe they ran away.” After explaining what happened, Queen Medusa bowed her head to us. “This queen knows it is impudent to ask, but won’t you please lend us your aid and rescue the Lamia who have been kidnapped? We cannot go ourselves. Even if we are stronger individually, the human race is too populous for us to defeat them in open combat… but you five are very strong. She believes you may be able to save them.”

      The fact that Queen Medusa herself was asking us to rescue her people was shocking enough to leave me speechless. I understood now that my previous thoughts on this woman were skewed because I didn’t know much about her, but a lot of what I now knew didn’t mesh with what I learned from my previous life.

      Queen Medusa was not a vile or reprehensible woman, but rather, a proud and noble queen who had sacrificed much for her people. I no longer felt obliged to be polite because she was Lin’s mother. I now respected this woman for her strength and will.

      “What do you girls think?” I asked.

      “There’s no question about what we should do.” Lin removed herself from my lap and sat up. “This princess’ people have been kidnapped, and she will not stand for it.”

      “I also believe we should rescue them,” Fay added.

      “You already know what my thoughts on the matter are.” Kari shrugged and offered me a mischievous smile. “Even if I wasn’t against slavery, I couldn’t let my beloved little sister’s people go on to become some noble’s sex toy. It wouldn’t be right.”

      My first three wives gave me their opinions, but Siv still hadn’t spoken. I glanced at the young dragon girl. She sat up, looked at the four of us, squirmed a little as though embarrassed about giving her opinion, and then spoke up.

      “We should rescue them.”

      Since everyone was in agreement about what should be done, we decided to get a little more information before heading off. We asked Queen Medusa all kinds of questions regarding the number of Lamia that had been kidnapped, whether they were men or women, and details on each one.

      “Thirty Lamia were kidnapped,” Queen Medusa answered. “Five of them were men. Twenty-five were women. I can give you a list of their names and a physical description of them, so you’ll know who to look for.”

      Since the Endless Desert was a patriarchal society, it made sense there would be more male nobles seeking female bed warmers. I actually didn’t think there were any women in charge of noble houses here. At the very least, I had never once heard of a woman being the head of a noble family in the Endless Desert.

      Our next discussion was regarding how we should travel. It would be much quicker to simply fly to Muqadas. Siv, Fay, and I could reach the city within a few days if we traveled by air, but Lin refused to fly with us. She could probably keep up by traveling underground, but if she did that, there was no way she could track us through the air. Kari also could not fly with us. She was capable of flight, but she had only reached the Third State of Spiritualism, which meant she had a limited amount of Spiritual Power to use.

      The difference between the Third and Fourth States of Spiritualism was like heaven and earth. In the Fourth State of Spiritualism, Spiritualists not only had massive reserves that were nearly triple what Spiritualists who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism possessed, but they could also absorb the natural element they had an affinity toward and use it to empower themselves or control said element in its raw form.

      For example, a Spiritualist with a water affinity who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism could travel into the water and absorb the natural Spiritual Power emitted by the water to enhance their own reserves. They could also manipulate the water as they pleased without using their own Spiritual Power. While in the water, that Spiritualist would have an unlimited supply of power. They were basically invincible.

      “I think Siv and I should act as the vanguard,” I said as we sat around the couch early the next morning. “It shouldn’t take more than a few days for us to reach Muqadas. We can travel there first and gather information regarding the captured Lamia and the auction house, then come up with a plan once you three join us.”

      None of us had slept the previous night, but it wasn’t like we were tired. Spiritualists could go several days without the need for rest. I remember in my previous life after reaching the Third State of Spiritualism, I had once gone an entire month without sleep, though I did end up sleeping for nearly a week after that.

      On that note, Raul was currently sleeping on the bed.

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to simply find and attack the caravan before they reach Muqadas?” asked Fay.

      It was Kari who answered. “How do you propose we find them? The Endless Desert is vast, and there are no set trade routes for people to use.”

      “We could narrow our search field by only searching the areas between here and Muqadas,” Fay said.

      “The area between this city and Muqadas covers a couple hundred kilometers.” Kari once again rebuked her friend. “That’s a lot of ground to cover. Also, how do you propose we find the caravan? If they are trading in slaves, they will probably have the Lamia hidden away inside of wagons with no identifying marks. We could search every caravan we find, but that might also cause us to become infamous. If enough traders complain about us to the local lords or even the king, we could have a bounty placed on our head, which will make our work much harder.”

      Rather than looking upset at being rebuked, Fay crossed her arms and considered what Kari was telling her. She eventually relented.

      “You do have a lot of good points. I’ll defer to your judgment on this matter.”

      Kari smiled at her friend before speaking again.

      “I believe Eryk’s idea is the best one right now. He and Siv can travel to Muqadas and be there far ahead of the caravan. They can also gather information about the auction house and the Malik Family. In the meantime, you, me, and Lin can travel there by wagon. It takes caravans about thirty days to travel from here to Muqadas provided there are no unforeseen incidents. It will take us longer, but we can cut that time down by traveling for several days without sleep.”

      Nobody rejected our idea, so Siv and I traveled to the throne room to inform Queen Medusa about our plan. She seemed intrigued.

      “It is a bold plan, but this queen believes it can work,” she said. “This queen shall leave it to you.”

      Because we didn’t need to pack (all of our supplies were already inside of our storage rings), our group traveled out of the palace immediately after receiving the queen’s approval.

      Like the first time we had arrived, our group was subject to many stares. This time, however, those stares were not of wariness, hostility, and hatred. Many of the Lamia we ran across were thankful.

      “Thank you for saving us!”

      “You people are very kind for humans!”

      “I’m so grateful our princess found such wonderful humans!”

      “You saved me from certain death! Thanks so much!”

      A lot of Lamia came up and thanked us for saving them during last night’s attack. We accepted their thanks with a smile, but tried to move along. Since we had a job to do and time was of the essence, we didn’t want to remain there for too long.

      Our Giga Monster was in the same place we left it, lounging by the oasis. We learned that someone had been periodically feeding it raw meat while we were busy. I would have to thank whoever did that. Giga Monsters required a lot of sustenance to maintain their top physical form.

      “We’ll see you two in less than a month,” Kari said as Fay went through the process of attaching the Giga Monster to the harness for our wagon. Lin was carrying Raul this time. He was strapped to her chest so her hands were free.

      “Safe travels, you four,” I said in return.

      Siv flapped her wings as I released my Spiritual Power and used it to float in the air. We ascended to several meters in height.

      “Siv!” Lin suddenly cupped her hands and shouted at the dragon girl, who looked down at her curiously. “You might be spending the most time with Darling right now, but don’t get cocky! This princess won’t let you hog him all to yourself! If she finds out you’ve used your time alone together to get pregnant before she does, this princess will never forgive you!”

      Her words made me roll my eyes, but Siv blushed a bright red. I was sure she had no intention of getting pregnant. To be honest, I didn’t even know if I could impregnant Siv.

      With those parting words, the two of us ascended even higher into the sky and took off. Our destination was Muqadas.
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      It took two days of nonstop flying to reach the edge of Muqadas. When the city appeared on the horizon, Siv and I set down and traveled the rest of the way on foot.

      About one month had passed since we last set foot in Muqadas, and the guards at the front did not seem to recognize us, though they didn’t give us a hard time as we paid the toll to enter. The most they did was stare at Siv’s dragon wings and long tail.

      Siv hugged my arm to her chest as we walked into the city, which remained as lively now as it had the last time we entered. The streets were all set up like a bazaar. There were stall vendors hawking their wares. The scent of food filled the air. People wandered the streets.

      A pair of kids ran past us. They wielded sticks in their hands and pretended they were swords. Several men, their chests bared for the world to see, glanced our way when they spotted Siv. One of them actually tripped. I didn’t know whether that person was shocked to see someone with wings and a tail, or if there was another reason he hadn’t been paying attention.

      Since we’d been traveling without food, water, or rest, I decided to buy us some food at a stall. Because Siv preferred meat for her meals (not counting dessert), I bought some shawarma served with tahini sauce.

      “That’s quite the exotic beauty you’ve got there,” the stall owner I was buying from exclaimed when he saw Siv. “She’s not a Lamia. What is she? Where’d you buy her?”

      “I didn’t buy her, what she is should not matter to you. If you continue to look at my wife like she is some kind of toy or a commodity to be bought, I will break you in half.”

      While I tried to speak calmly, I was pretty sure some anger slipped into my voice, and I might have even begun leaking some killing intent. It was all unintentional. The man reeled back as though he’d been struck. His face rapidly paled as he raised his hands like he was attempting to placate me.

      “E-easy there, young fella. I didn’t mean any harm by it. I had no idea she was your wife. My apologies. T-tell you what, since I accidentally insulted you, how about I give you another wrap for free. That should serve as an apology, right?”

      “I suppose I can accept that as an apology.”

      “G-great! A-anyway, you two enjoy your day!”

      I paid for two wraps, got a third one free, and handed the extra to Siv, who ate a lot more than me. Siv’s eyes sparkled as she received the second wrap. A loud rumbling sound alerted me to her hunger. It was so loud that even the people around us stopped and turned to stare at Siv, whose cheeks were tainted with a dark scarlet.

      “Thank you,” she murmured softly as she hid behind my back.

      “For defending you?” I asked. “That isn’t something you need to thank me for. I’m your husband, aren’t I? Defending my wife’s honor is a privilege.”

      “Not that.” Siv shook her head. “For the extra food.”

      “Ah.”

      Of course, she was more concerned about the food than her honor. What had I been thinking?

      The first thing we needed to do now that we had reached Muqadas was find a place to stay. I thought about going back to Kazanufa Lodgings, which had great service and was located in a safe neighborhood, but that inn was also expensive and I didn’t want to draw attention to us. It would be better to find a place that was cheap and unobtrusive.

      I asked around while Siv gobbled down her shawarma and was eventually directed to an inn called the Prancing Strut. Located within what could have been called the poor district, it was a two-story building made from the same mud bricks as everything else. There were several windows, but like most buildings here, they did not have glass. A sign hung over the front entrance. It depicted a Strut that looked like it was dancing.

      “This must be the place,” I said. “Let’s go inside and grab a room.”

      Siv nodded as she stuck close to me.

      We entered through the front entrance, which had no door, and found ourselves in a relatively well-lit room. Natural sunlight filtered in through the large windows. There were also a few oil lamps burning on the tables. The Endless Desert didn’t have many Demon Beasts with a fire affinity, so they hadn’t discovered how to create monster core lamps.

      The musty air was a bit stale, and the scent of food mixed with the stench of alcohol to create a somewhat repugnant odor. I was used to it, but Siv wrinkled her nose.

      I led Siv by the hand, walking past several tables filled with patrons. Many of them were what I’d call the unsavory type. There was a middle-aged man with numerous scars crossing his face, a younger man with a muscular build was cleaning a knife, and a few people decked in mercenary gear meant for desert environments sat around a table.

      All of them eyed us like we were prey about to be devoured. While Siv seemed a little shaken, I didn’t let their looks bother me as I went up to the bar in the very back, where a bald man stood with a rag in one hand.

      “I want a room. How much?” I asked.

      The bartender looked at me, then Siv hidden behind me. He blinked when he saw the dragon girl’s wings and noticed the scales on her cheeks, arms, and legs. The shock of seeing someone so inhuman kept him from speaking, but he did eventually get over his surprise.

      “One room will cost fifty valis a night.”

      I had expected this man to try and rip me off, but he gave me the market price for most rooms in Muqadas.

      Pretending I was reaching into my pouch for money, I summoned several gold coins into my hand, removed my hand from my pouch, and placed them on the counter. There were four gold coins, which amounted to 400 valis.

      “We’ll pay for eight nights for now.”

      “Very well.” The man grabbed all four coins, slid them underneath the table, and pulled a key out from somewhere. He handed it to me. “Your room is the second door on the left.”

      “Thanks.”

      With the key in one hand and Siv’s hand in the other, I traveled up the stairs, to the door the man had indicated, and unlocked it. A single push opened the door. We stepped inside.

      The room was simple. It was a small space of about ten square meters, with a pile of palm leaves in one corner of the room to serve as a bed, and nothing else. The wooden floor creaked as we walked into the room and shut the door. A soft breeze drifted in through the window, bringing with it the scent of sand and cooked food, along with the sounds of people going about their business.

      “What should we do now?” asked Siv.

      “Now? I think we should get some rest.”

      I tugged on Siv’s hand and brought her over to the palm leaves. We looked at the palm leaves, then each other.

      “I’m not sleeping on this,” Siv said.

      “Me neither. So let’s do something about our sleeping arrangements.”

      Because there was no telling what kind of situation we might find ourselves in, I made it a point to always bring a futon and several blankets. The futon mattress I summoned from my storage scroll was several meters long, and contained cotton pads sandwiched between soft wool. While it was not as comfortable as the bed in our wagon, the extra thick padding still meant it was a lot better than a pile of palm leaves.

      I also summoned a fleece blanket. Since it was still daytime, we didn’t need it right now, but it would get colder during the night.

      I lay down and pulled Siv with me, the dragon girl not resisting as she fell on top of me. Siv buried her face into my chest. I could feel her small breasts on my stomach. Her nipples poked through the fabric of her dress.

      Had we not been traveling for two days without sleep, I was sure this position would have led to us having sex, but we were both tired. Sure, we could have gone on without sleep. We didn’t need it right now. But even if we didn’t need sleep, it didn’t mean we had no desire for it.

      Siv shifted against me and took several deep breaths as though inhaling my scent.

      “Eryk?”

      “Yes?”

      “What should we do now?”

      “You mean what should we do after getting some sleep?” I thought about my answer for a moment. “The first thing we should do is check out the auction house. I haven’t seen it yet. I’d like to see how they operate. After that… we should probably find Qawuin and inform him of what we’re here to do. Depending on what he says, I may have to cash in on that favor the king owes me.”

      “Okay,” Siv said. She turned her head up, setting her chin on my chest, and looked at me with those big green eyes of hers. “I know I’m not as reliable as Kari, Fay, or Lin, but I’ll do my best to support you.”

      “Thank you, Siv. I appreciate how willing you are to help me, but you’re wrong about not being reliable.” I placed a hand on her head and rubbed it. Her soft hair reminded me of feathers. “You might not like being the center of attention, but whenever I need you for something, you always help out to the best of your ability. Don’t try to compare yourself to your sisters. Each of you has your own strengths and talents.”

      Siv’s wings flapped and her tail thumped against the futon. They didn’t seem to be actions she was consciously aware of. Like Lin and her expressive tail, Siv’s extraneous body parts appeared to unconsciously respond to outside stimulus. It made knowing how she felt very easy.

      She was like a big, scaly dog.

      “Thank you.”

      Siv wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me tight. I ran my fingers through her hair, lightly scratching her scalp in the way I knew she liked.

      “What are you thanking me for?”

      “For everything.”

      “Everything, huh?”

      “Yes. Everything.”

      Siv didn’t elaborate on what she meant, but I didn’t really need her to. I might not know what “everything” entailed. Even so, I wasn’t sure I needed to know to accept Siv’s gratitude.

      We remained like that for several minutes. I continued to run my fingers through Siv’s hair as she closed her eyes and her body relaxed. When gentle snores escaped her small mouth, I closed my own eyes and reclined against the pillows on my futon. Like that, I fell asleep.
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      I sat in the bar with Siv early the next morning, as the sun was climbing into the sky. The air had yet to truly warm up. Since it was so cold and I didn’t want Siv to catch a chill, I was having her sit on my lap. Her cute little butt was rubbing against me as she sat with her wings folded against my chest.

      The only real issue I had with Siv snuggling against me like this was her tail and wings, which were big enough to cause some problems. Her tail was currently hanging off to the side. It was so long that it extended nearly two meters behind her, resting on the ground. Both her large tail and wings made it impossible for me to wrap my arms around her from behind. Instead of hugging her, I was resting my hands on her hips.

      I couldn’t complain. They were very nice hips.

      The bartender was in the same place I saw him yesterday. I wondered if he ever left that bar. It looked like he was even using the same rag to wipe the countertop down. That said, he wasn’t paying much attention to his cleaning, but was instead staring at me and Siv.

      While the bartender stared at us like we were oddities (we were, but I was trying to pretend there was nothing weird about a man with white skin and a dragon girl being in the Endless Desert), the bartender’s wife came out from inside of the kitchen with several trays of food.

      She was a big woman. I wouldn’t call her fat, but her thighs were thick, she had large arms, and she was certainly not petite. Her long hair was styled in hundreds of small braids and traveled down to the middle of her back. Her outfit, like everyone else’s, was a simple linen dress and wooden sandals.

      “Here you two are.” She set the tray down on our table. “Breakfast for two.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Thanks,” Siv imitated me, though I could tell most of her attention was on the food.

      “Enjoy.”

      The woman smiled at us once before heading back into the kitchen. The door shut behind her. Once she was gone, I turned back to the table just as Siv grabbed a fork and knife to begin eating. Our meal was falafels with eggs, cheese, and pita bread. There wasn’t any meat. Siv fortunately didn’t seem to mind as she slowly ate her food with the same refinement Fay often displayed when eating.

      As Siv ate, I thought about what we needed to do. Our first order of business was to check out the auction house. I’d already gotten some directions from the bartender, so we would head there immediately after eating. After that, we’d go see Qawuin and let him know about our purpose for coming back.

      I wondered how Qawuin would react to knowing I was here to save a group of Lamia that were going to be auctioned off by the Malik Family. On that note, it would probably be a good idea to learn more about the Malik Family as well. I knew they were one of the Four Great Families. However, that was all I knew. I never paid attention to them in my previous life except when I assaulted their mansion.

      A fork speared with a felafel suddenly appeared under my nose, the scent making me blink. Siv had turned a little so she could hold the fork out to me. It was only a little awkward because of her wings.

      “Try some. It’s good,” she said.

      “Is it? I guess I’ll have to try then.” I leaned down and put the whole falafel in my mouth, chewing thoughtfully as I leaned back. “It is pretty decent. I think the tahini sauce is what really makes the flavor stand out.”

      “Mmm. I prefer meat or something sweet, but this is good too,” Siv agreed as she speared another falafel and stuck it in her mouth.

      I let Siv eat most of the food, though she did feed me a few of the falafels from the first batch. We ended up buying three servings before Siv was satisfied. By the time we were ready to leave, the bartender had completely stopped pretending he was cleaning and openly gawked at Siv. Guess he’d never seen such a small woman pack away so much food before.

      The auction house was located in the rich district where nobles lived. I was expecting to find it in the red-light district or black-market district, but since slavery was not illegal in the Endless Desert, I suppose it meant there was no need to hide what they were doing. Some of their greatest customers were nobles anyway. After all, only a noble could afford to buy a Lamia sex slave.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected the auction house to look like. Large definitely. However, because the architecture here was so different from Nevaria, I had no idea as to what sort of style it would have. Mud bricks? Limestone? Would it look like a palace?

      What I found when Siv and I traveled to the auction house was a massive structure made of limestone that reminded me of a temple. The numerous columns underneath the overhanging roof were two times thicker than the average person. Both columns and roof had hieroglyphs drawn on them. Meanwhile, the building itself was two stories and appeared wider than it was long.

      A lot of people were coming and going. Most of them were dressed in soft linen clothes. Bare-chested men with extravagant headdresses were followed by their wives and mistresses. Some of the men were quite young, but there were also a lot of older gentlemen. I was impressed by how many different types of people were present, though I suppose even fat older men wanted someone who could please them. Thinking about it, I doubted there was a woman alive, who wasn’t a slave, who’d sleep with some of these people.

      Two guards with pikes were blocking the entrance, only allowing people who showed them a necklace with some kind of symbol through. When Siv and I reached the entrance, they crossed their pikes to block us.

      “Only people with the Malik Family’s crest are allowed entrance to the auction house,” they said.

      “Is there no other way to get in?” I asked.

      One of the men eyed Siv. I did not appreciate the lustful look in his eyes, though I tried to ignore it. Now wasn’t the time to get caught up in a fight.

      “If you are able to pay the 500 valis fee, you can get in,” the man said.

      It sounded like they were trying to rip me off, but I honestly didn’t want to waste time standing here. Our appearance was drawing a crowd as well.

      “Here,” I reached into my pouch, summoned five gold valis from my storage ring, and presented them to the man.

      The man looked quite surprised to see me produce so many valis without a single thought. Both of the guards’ eyes were bulging, in fact. Once the man confirmed that the money was indeed real, he retracted the pike. The other man hesitated for a moment before also retracting his pike.

      “Our apologies, sir. You may proceed.”

      “Thank you.”

      I held out my arm for Siv, who quickly hugged it to her small chest.

      We entered through the giant archway-like entrance. The space before us spread out, growing both taller and wider. The columns holding up the ceiling were about two times bigger than the ones outside. Guards were lining this hall, directing everyone except for a few people toward one of the hallways. Some of the people were led to an area off to the side. When I noticed how the people going into the side area were dressed far more extravagantly, I realized they were probably members of the Four Great Families.

      It looked like the VIP booths were that way.

      Siv and I moved with the flow and eventually found ourselves in some kind of amphitheater. That was what it looked like. It was a large room with tertiary rows shaped like a half-moon. The large stage was located at the bottom, the commoner seats (meant for lower nobles) came next, and then the balconies where the wealthiest and most prominent families sat were located at the very top. While the architecture was different, it had a similar setup to Stelys Valstine’s auction house back in Nevaria.

      The room was bright thanks to the sunroof overhead. Light spilled in from above, illuminating the many faces already sitting down. As Siv and I found our seat in the center of one row, I studied the many people present.

      Most of the people here were definitely nobles. All of them were dressed in refined clothes with more color than the standard off-white linen worn by peasants. Some of them wore small hats, but a few had fully decorated headdresses. One man even had a headdress that looked like a crown.

      “Good evening, nobles young and old,” a voice said from the stage.

      I turned my attention to find an old man with white hair standing on the sage, his corpulent stomach bulging over a belt hanging around his waist. He wore white and red linen robes over his body and a skirt of the same color. The belt was made of gold. That wasn’t the only jewelry he had on either. Several rings were on each finger, a necklace dangled near his chest, and his headdress was easily the most ostentatious I’d seen—even beating out King Menes’.

      “Some of you may know me. Some of you may not,” the man continued. “I am Isotep Malik. I am the head of the Malik Family, owner of this slave auction, and your host for today.” He paused, a friendly smile on his face that made him seem benign. “But I am sure you’re not here to listen to this old man pontificate, so why don’t we get started? I’m sure today’s selection will awe everyone here.”

      The man had a way with words. He seemed gentle and almost grandfatherly, but I didn’t let that fool me. This man owned an auction house that sold slaves. I understood slavery was legal here in the Endless Desert, but I stood by the belief that anyone who could sell people to others without batting an eye was neither benign nor gentle.

      Still wearing that gentle smile, Isotep had his people bring out the first batch of slaves. I was a little surprised when the slaves brought out first were not women but men. Most of the men were in good physical shape, though a few were definitely malnourished. It wasn’t long before I learned these slaves were meant to be used for manual labor or work as bodyguards.

      Because there was a high need for manual labor, the male slaves were bought up fairly quickly—quicker than I anticipated even. Most of them went for around 1,000 valis a piece, though a few of the more muscular slaves went for 2,000. Two of the male slaves were Spiritualists who had reached the First State of Spiritualism and sold for 4,000.

      As the slaves were sold, I wondered how slavery in the Endless Desert worked. It didn’t look like they had any manner of forcing compliance like the Sekbeists did. What was to stop the slaves from running away or killing their owners? There must have been something, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what.

      “Now, the next slave we’re bringing out is a beautiful young girl from a small village. Her entire family was killed by Lamia. Left with nowhere to go, she came to us and offered to sell herself.”

      As Isotep spoke, a pair of guards escorted a young woman in chains to the front of the stage.

      Just like Isotep said, the girl was indeed beautiful, though she was also very young. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen years old. Her dark skin looked unblemished, her hair was glossy as though she’d taken a fresh shower, and the nails on her fingers and small bare feet had the unusual shine of polish. She was wearing a simple linen robe, but it was clean and looked soft. I guessed the Malik Family were trying to make her enticing by washing her and dressing her up.

      If only her expression wasn’t so miserable, she would have been more enchanting. As things stood, I could tell she was an unwilling participant in this auction, even if Isotep said she had come to them.

      “The starting price for this beautiful young girl is 2,000 valis,” said Isotep, spreading his arms wide. “Are there any bidders?”

      And thus, the bidding began.

      “2,500 valis!”

      “3,000 valis!”

      “4,000!”

      “5,000!”

      The price of the young girl rose quickly, though the expression of the girl herself did not change from one of hopeless despair. I felt a tug on my heartstrings. It hurt seeing such a young child standing there to be sold off. This was not right. This wasn’t. Yet even though I was right there, I could not do anything.

      Siv was even worse off than me. She sat with her hands on her thighs, clenching the fabric of her dress so hard her white knuckles drained of blood. Her lips were red from her biting on them to keep from saying anything.

      I reached out and placed a hand over hers, trying my best to offer her my support.

      I knew we needed to acquire information, but I was already beginning to regret taking Siv to this auction house.

      The girl’s bidding ended at 6,700 valis. The noble who bought her was a disgusting old man who stared at the girl with wanton lust in his eyes. Seeing that look as the poor child was taken off the stage made me grit my teeth.

      “Eryk?” Siv looked at me, her gaze imploring. “Is there really… nothing we can do?”

      I took a deep breath. “What would you have us do?”

      “If we bought that girl and set her free…”

      “She would just end up right back here at the auction house.” I shook my head. “Sure, we could buy her and set her free, but it seems like there’s no one who can care for her, especially if her family really is dead. With no one to support her, the chances of her being taken right back here and sold again are pretty much guaranteed. And we can’t take her with us either. All we’d be doing if we bought her is giving the girl a false hope. In some ways, that would be much more cruel than her being bought by someone who’d keep her.”

      I felt like I was making excuses, and I hated myself for that. I hated that I was sitting here and watching as human lives were bought and sold like commodities. To block out the feelings running through me, I tightly clutched Siv’s hand, who returned the gesture as if she was feeling the same helplessness I was.

      “Our next slave is a young woman who belonged to a noble family,” Isotep announced. “Her family owed a debt to another family, but they could not pay it off, so they sold her to pay for their debt.”

      I bit the inside of my lip as the guards brought out the next slave, a woman who struggled and fought with all her might to resist. She did not have the strength, however. Her hands, legs, and even neck had thick shackles around them, and chains connected each of the shackles together, which were further connected to the chain the guards were using to drag this woman.

      “Let go of me! Let me go! My father didn’t sell me! He didn’t! He would never sell me!”

      My throat felt thick as the woman, tears in her eyes, screamed from the stage. A compulsion rose within my chest. I could just destroy this entire auction house. If I burned this place to the ground and killed Isotep, it would solve all our problems right now.

      But if I did that, I would become persona non grata in the Endless Desert. The Malik Family would no doubt place a bounty on my head and the heads of my wives. We’d be chased from one side of the country to the next, and I wasn’t sure even King Menes’s favor would be enough to keep that from happening. Worse still, if they learned of my allegiance to Queen Medusa and the Lamia, war could break out between the two races.

      Between a group of slaves and an entire race, I knew which was more important.

      I closed my eyes and tried to block out the woman’s cries.
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        * * *

      

      Isotep sighed as he walked into a spacious waiting room with several divans. A beautiful young maid dressed in skimpy clothing that looked more like strips of fabric came up and wiped the sweat from his face.

      “You worked very hard today, Master. Good job,” the girl said.

      She was one of his newer maids. He had acquired her after financially destroying the family she belonged to. He hadn’t destroyed her family to acquire her, however, but to increase the power his family held. Getting her into his grasp had been a happy coincidence.

      “All in a day’s work.” He smiled as he reached behind her and grabbed a handful of the young thing’s butt. The girl squealed a little and smiled at him. It was a smile filled with fear, but that only made him more turned on. “Come to my room later tonight.”

      The maid paled but nodded at him before scurrying off.

      “It seems you have become quite powerful,” an old voice said from one of the divans.

      Isotep smiled at his guest as he walked further into the room. “Indeed, but it is still not enough. I want to acquire even more power. I want to become so powerful that not even the emperor can stand up to me—no, I want to become the Emperor of the Endless Desert.”

      The old man sitting on the divan was not a man at all. His long snake tail traveled along the floor for at least seven meters. He was reclining against the seat as several maids dressed in the same scantily-clad outfits as the other one gave him a massage. Some massaged his shoulders, but others massaged his back, and quite a few were massaging his tail.

      “I am pleased to see you are making good use of your time here, Muhammad. How many years has it been since we last met?”

      “It has been long enough that your family name has spread across the entire Endless Desert,” Muhammad said. “The last time we met, you were but a young man with large ambitions.”

      “And you were a feared warrior famed for your ruthlessness. Fortune was with me the day you and I struck that deal so long ago.”

      “Indeed.”

      Muhammad arrived just the other day, having used the Third State of Spiritualism to travel nonstop to escape from any potential pursuers. Jahin was still in transit with their Lamia captives. Isotep did not know everything that had happened yet. When this Lamia had shown up, he hid the man away in this auction house and let him do as he pleased.

      Disgusting snake. If it wasn’t for your incredible power, I would have already dealt with you.

      Isotep harbored the same hatred toward the Lamia species as anyone else living in the Endless Desert, but it wasn’t because he was afraid of them. Lamia were simply beneath him. Their place was in the servitude of humans. Treating a Lamia as an equal was a preposterous notion.

      Yet he could not go against this particular snake. Old though he might have been, Muhammad was still one of the most powerful entities in the Endless Desert. They had also struck a deal. Muhammad could ruin him if he revealed that they were working together. That was why he allowed this man to do as he pleased.

      The same scantily-clad maid who’d wiped his sweat came up with a clay cup and a pitcher of water. She poured the water for him and set it on the table before his divan. Isotep paid her no mind for now. He would sate his lust later tonight.

      “Perhaps now is the perfect time to tell me why you suddenly showed up,” Isotep continued. “I know of your amazing power, but even for a man of your strength and experience, traveling into Muqadas is very dangerous.”

      “I did not have any other choice,” Muhammad said with a hiss. “The Red Scorpions made a fatal mistake and attacked a festival being held by Queen Medusa to honor her daughter’s return.”

      “Queen Medusa’s daughter, eh?” Isotep raised the cup to his lips and took a drink. The water was cool and refreshed his parched throat. He set the mug back down and continued. “As I recall, the Red Scorpions attempted to kidnap that child and sell her off years ago when she snuck out to a human village. They failed thanks to her bodyguards, but I’d been told she was injured. I’m surprised she is still alive.”

      “So am I,” Muhammad said. “But not only is she alive, she has grown much stronger than before. I do not know how, but it seems she has reached the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      “Oh?”

      Isotep listened to Muhammad tell him about how Lin had arrived with several humans in tow. He was surprised to learn that Lin had married and that her husband was a human, but he was even more surprised to discover the three other women this man named Eryk had married had all reached the Third State of Spiritualism as well.

      “You say they defeated the Red Scorpions in a matter of seconds? It sounds like this group is very powerful indeed.” A thought suddenly occurred to him. “I also think I know who you are talking about.”

      “Do you? Have you encountered them before?”

      “Not me personally.” Isotep traced the lip of his cup with his index finger. “But my eldest son has seen them once before. They were present when Ammon’s wedding ceremony to the daughter of that foolish man, Alshams, was interrupted. Thanks to that interruption, my son failed to marry Rania Shuruq and now the Shuruq Family’s wealth is out of my reach.”

      According to some of the spies Isotep had hidden throughout various cities and villages, the young man called Zane had traveled with a group of powerful Spiritualists and trained under them. This group consisted of a Lamia, three humans, and a woman of an unknown race with leathery wings and a scaly tail. His spies reported that Zane trained under this group and managed to go from some no-name bodyguard to a Spiritualist who had reached the Second State of Spiritualism in just a month.

      That last part was probably a rumor, but the part about Zane traveling with a group of powerful Spiritualists was not.

      “I have it on good authority that this group actually did a great service to King Menes,” Isotep said. “I do not know exactly what that service was, but it had something to do with the Sea People. They had been giving us some trouble recently. However, after the man called Eryk went out to sea with his women, the Sea People threat vanished.”

      There was a lot of mystery surrounding the man known as Eryk. He came to Muqadas for only a few days, created a huge ruckus with his Lamia wife and the girl with wings on her back, and then disappeared just as quickly. At the time, Isotep had not been able to do anything. Had opportunity permitted it, he would have tried to kidnap that Lamia and strange winged girl to sell them off as slaves.

      “I could not tell you much about them.” Muhammad shrugged his shoulders. “All I can tell you is they are very powerful. If you want to try and kill them, you’ll want to hire one of the mercenary groups like the Iron Talons. If I’m not mistaken, they have someone among their rank who has also reached the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      “I have no intention of doing anything right now.” Isotep laughed. “Besides, we do not even know where they are.”

      Just then, someone entered the room and wandered over to him. It was another maid. Isotep did not employ any men because he did not like them. The maid leaned over and whispered something in his ear.

      “Our spies have reported that the man called Eryk Veiger is here with that winged girl. You asked us to let you know whenever they arrive.”

      “Where are they now?” asked Isotep.

      “They just left the auction house,” she said again.

      “Ho… so they came all this way and even visited my auction house. Are they in the market for a slave? Or perhaps they are looking for someone?” He looked at Muhammad, who had yet to realize what they were talking about. It didn’t even look like he was paying attention. Good. “Send some of my men to follow him. They are not to engage in combat under any circumstances. I just want someone to watch those two, find out what they are here for, and report back to me.” He paused. “However, should circumstances permit it, they are allowed to try and capture the girl he is with.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      The woman retracted her head, bowed, and left the room.

      Isotep leaned back on his divan and spoke with Muhammad some more. Thoughts of Eryk and his harem were put out of his mind for now, which was currently filled with thoughts on what he’d do tonight when he had that pretty little slave in his bed.
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        * * *

      

      I had to get directions to Qawuin’s house. I learned from asking some patrolling soldiers that it was located near the edge of Muqadas, close to the sea.

      They had been reluctant to tell me where his house was at first, but then I presented them with the medal that King Menes had given me and they became much more accommodating. Come to think of it, I wonder if I could have used that to enter the auction house? Well, it was probably better that I not use it too much. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.

      We took a chariot to reach it. Siv was even more quiet during the chariot ride than she normally was. Whenever I looked in her direction, all I’d see was a pale young woman who appeared unsettled. I think seeing those slaves at the auction house reminded her of when she’d been enslaved by the Sekbeists.

      Qawuin’s home was not large, but it wasn’t small either. From the outside, it looked like a well-off two-story home made of stone, shaped like a square, and with several high windows meant for light. A wall was built around the home. The front entrance through the wall was closed off with a wooden door.

      Siv and I stared at the door, wondering how we were going to get Qawuin’s attention, when a beautiful woman in her early thirties appeared before us. She was not human. Her snake tail moved along the ground in a zigzag pattern. Dressed in a simple skirt that ended just above where her tail met the ground and a top that showcased her stomach, this woman possessed an elegant bearing and wore a gentle smile.

      “Oh, dear. I was not expecting guests,” she said, stopping in front of us. She was carrying a basket full of food in her arms. She must have just come back from shopping. “Might I ask who you are and what you are doing here?”

      “I’m Eryk. This is my wife, Siv.” I gestured toward Siv, watching as the woman’s eyes widened only a little, though it was hard to know if she was surprised because of my name or Siv’s appearance. “I wanted to speak with Qawuin if possible.”

      “Eryk? Could you be Eryk Veiger?” The woman smiled and tilted her head. “My husband has told me about you. He’s not present right now, but he should be back later this evening. Would you like to come in and wait for him? I am not great at entertaining guests, but I can at least provide you with some refreshments.”

      “We would appreciate that,” I said for me and Siv.

      “In that case, please come in.”

      The Lamia slithered past us, opened the door, and allowed us inside.

      We followed her into the front yard, which featured grass and several potted plants. It looked like either this woman or Qawuin was growing a small garden. That was pretty impressive for a simple soldier. It was possible to see from the display of wealth that he was favored by King Menes.

      “My children aren’t here either. They have school right now. If they were, you’d be hearing a lot more noise coming from my house,” the Lamia said.

      “Are they a pair of troublemakers?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes.” Despite calling her kids trouble, she wore a doting smile, the sort most mothers seemed to have when they were talking about their kids. “They aren’t terrible, but they are definitely rambunctious. My son just turned eight years old not long ago, and my daughter is now six. Ah! Forgive me. I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Neisha.”

      We were led up to Neisha and Qawuin’s house, which was accessed via a ramp. The inside was cool and consisted of what seemed like a typical layout. There was the front room, or common area, which was where guests first entered the house. The living room was where Neisha directed us to sit. It was filled with pillows, a table, and a shelf with several books. There were only six, but the fact that they had books at all was impressive. With resources being scarce here, the price for books must have been astronomical.

      “Please feel free to have a seat,” Neisha instructed. “I’ll prepare some tea.”

      Once we sat down on a pair of large pillows made from leather and cotton, Siv went straight for my lap, placing her head on it and looking up at me with her emerald eyes.

      “Sorry.” I placed my hand on her head and began rubbing it. “I know you are shaken. Sorry for taking you to the auction house.”

      “It is okay,” Siv murmured softly. She closed her eyes and relaxed her body so completely that I thought she’d fallen asleep. I only learned otherwise when she began talking. “I know we didn’t have a choice. We need to learn more about the slave auction if we’re going to rescue those Lamia… but seeing those men and women being sold off really hurt. I don’t like that we didn’t do anything to save them.”

      “Neither do I,” I admitted with a sigh.

      “Do you think… we might be able to save them at some point?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” A frown appeared on my face as I thought about those people and their circumstances. “The Endless Desert is the only place on the entire continent that allows slavery. It is legal here, so they are technically not breaking any laws. Even King Menes employs slaves. If we tried to mount a rescue or abolish slavery, we would be labeled criminals and forced to flee. Our actions would not save anyone.”

      “But if we bought them ourselves and then freed them…” Siv tried.

      I smiled sadly and shook my head. “What would we do then? Take them with us? You know we cannot do that. If we bought them, we would not be able to care for them. We don’t have enough room in our wagon, and we are not going to remain here in the Endless Desert. We’ll eventually leave, and what will happen to them when we do? I told you already, but they will most likely end up being sold off again… or they’ll die in the Endless Desert.”

      We couldn’t take them with us, not only because we were traveling to another country to do something potentially dangerous, but also because we didn’t have the resources to care for so many other people. Maybe we could have bought one or two slaves. However, then we’d have to ask ourselves which slave deserved to be free and which didn’t. In the end, if we were going to free one slave, we might as well free every slave, but we didn’t have the power or resources to do that.

      Siv understood that just as I did, which was why she closed her eyes and said no more on the subject.

      Neisha came back into the room several minutes later with a tray in hand. There were two cups filled with chilled tea. It was a type of barley tea. I was surprised to find it was almost cold enough to be mistaken for ice water.

      “We have a small well in the kitchen,” she explained after seeing my shock. “Qawuin dug it for me when I mentioned how hard it was to get water from the communal well.”

      “He sounds like a good husband.”

      At my compliment, Neisha’s entire countenance changed, eyes becoming softer, a smile lighting up her entire face. That was the look of a woman who was in love.

      “He is a wonderful husband.”

      We spoke for a bit. Nothing we talked about was consequential. During the time I spoke with Neisha, Siv fell asleep with her head on my lap. My thighs were falling asleep, but I didn’t dare shift for fear of waking her. Siv’s sleeping face was simply too precious and I wanted to admire it for as long as I could.

      “Mom! We’re home!” a loud shout came from the common area. This shout was followed by the sound of stamping feet.

      A pair of children raced into the living room, one boy and one girl. Both children had the same dark skin as everyone from the Endless Desert. They were wearing linen clothes that looked finer than what peasants wore but not as refined as something a noble might wear. The boy had short hair while the girl’s hair was longer.

      The boy was human.

      The girl was a Lamia.

      Both stopped upon seeing me and Siv. Oddly enough, I expected the girl to be the one who was more afraid, but it was the boy who hid behind his sister.

      “Aladdin. Jasmine. This is Eryk and Siv. They are friends of your father and helped him out with some trouble he was dealing with. Go on. Say hello.”

      While the boy—Aladdin, I guess—remained behind his sister, Jasmine slithered up to us and offered a polite bow.

      “It’s very nice to meet you. My name is Jasmine.”

      “Likewise. It is a pleasure to meet you. You can call me Eryk.”

      I introduced myself by bowing politely from where I was seated. This girl was awfully polite for such a young child. Most of the kids I knew were fairly unruly.

      “Aladdin?” Neisha said, prodding the boy to greet us. However, Aladdin continued to hide behind his younger sister and looked at me from around her shoulder.

      “He seems shy,” I said.

      “I’m sorry about him.” Neisha smiled apologetically. “He has always been bad at meeting new people.”

      “It’s fine. Please don’t worry about it. Siv here is also really shy when it comes to meeting new people as well.” I traced the cheek of the sleeping dragon girl on my lap. Siv twitched several times but didn’t wake up.

      “Your wife… she is a dragon, right?” asked Neisha.

      “Well… a Drakvar, but yes.”

      “I remember hearing stories about the Drakvar back when I lived in the Lamia village,” Neisha said, her voice containing awe and wonder. “However, our legends say the Drakvar went extinct a long time ago.”

      “They aren’t extinct,” I told her. “The Drakvar do not live in this realm, which is why we’ve never seen them before now. Siv here arrived in this realm after being forced to flee her home through a warp gate. I can’t tell you much more than that. And while the Drakvar do not live in this realm, there are a group of dragons living in the Northern Plains. That said, dragons are a very insular group and don’t mingle with other races, so they are rarely seen.”

      “You must have done a lot of traveling to be able to meet one,” she said.

      “I have traveled a fair bit,” I admitted.

      I continued talking to Neisha, and Jasmine also asked me a bunch of questions when she realized I’d been to places other than the Endless Desert. I told the pair all kinds of stories, from the time I spent in the Northern Plains to my journeys through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Out of all the people there, Aladdin’s eyes sparkled the brightest as I spoke. Yet he still refused to talk to me.

      I guess he really was shy.

      Siv woke up before Qawuin arrived. Even after waking, she remained close by, resting her head on my shoulder. When Qawuin walked into the living room and found us sitting there, drinking barley tea, he paused and stared in surprise instead of greeting us.

      “Daddy!” Aladdin shouted as he sat up and hugged his father. That seemed to snap Qawuin out of his stupor, as he placed a hand on the boy’s head and smiled.

      “Welcome back, Husband,” Neisha greeted her husband with a kiss that he gladly returned.

      “I’m home,” Qawuin said with a smile before he looked at me. “Eryk, I did not expect to see you again so soon.”

      “Neither did I,” I admitted. “Sorry for dropping in unannounced like this. I came to see you, but you weren’t home.”

      “I’m guessing my wife let you in,” he said as he slowly walked further into the living room and sat down on one of the pillows. Aladdin sat right next to him. He seemed much more at ease now that his dad was present. Neisha went back to where she’d been sitting by Jasmine, who remained quiet as we talked.

      “She did,” I said. “Your wife is very nice.”

      “She is, isn’t she?” Qawuin smiled a bit before his expression became a little less congenial. “I had not realized you were back.”

      “I probably wouldn’t have come back so soon, but a situation has arisen that made it so I had no choice but to return here.”

      “And what are those circumstances?” he asked.

      “Why don’t we wait until later to speak of that,” I said with a smile, glancing at his kids. The light of understanding filled his eyes. What I had to talk about was not something his children should hear.

      “In that case, why don’t you and Siv stay for dinner?” he suggested.

      “That sounds like a great idea. Thank you very much,” I said in return.

      I wished there was something I could do or say to put him at ease. It was easy from how tense his shoulders were that he was wary of my reason for being here. Unfortunately, my purpose for this visit was indeed something that would cause him a lot of stress.

      I’d have to find some way to make up for interrupting his daily life like this.

      I just didn’t know what I could do yet.
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      It was late at night. I stood outside with Qawuin, staring at the stars as he and I shared a drink. I wasn’t sure what kind of alcohol we were drinking, but it had a nice burn as it went down my throat, and it warmed my insides as it spread through my body. Behind me came the sounds of chatter from Jasmine, Qawuin and Neisha’s daughter.

      “So you’re really a dragon?! That’s so neat!”

      “W-well…”

      “Hey! Hey! What kind of powers do you have?! You’re really strong, right?”

      “Er… my powers are…”

      “Can you transform into a dragon?!”

      “U-uh… that’s…”

      Jasmine had warmed up to Siv a lot during dinner. Perhaps the dragon girl’s timid nature helped the young Lamia feel more at ease. The moment I left Siv’s side to speak with Qawuin, Jasmine had come up to my wife and begun bombarding her with a series of rapid-fire questions. I didn’t even need to see Siv’s face to know that she was overwhelmed.

      “It seems my daughter is giving your wife a hard time.” Qawuin had a mild smile on his face, as though he was both amused and aggrieved. “My apologies.”

      “Naw. It’s fine,” I said. “This will be good for Siv. Even after years of living among humans, she is still very shy. Whenever we go out, she always hangs in the back and tries to remain unobtrusive. Having someone pay attention to her like this will help build character.”

      My wife was very shy, but she wasn’t codependent. She could talk to people when the mood struck. The mood rarely ever struck, however, and so she often left the bulk of being social to my other wives. I sometimes worried that she would revert to her old self.

      “If you say so.” Qawuin didn’t seem convinced, but he dropped the subject.

      “By the way, I noticed your daughter is a Lamia, but your son is a human. How does that work?”

      “I do not quite understand it myself,” Qawuin admitted with a resigned smile. “Neisha doesn’t either. However, it seems the child birthed from a Lamia and a human has a fifty percent chance of being either a Lamia or a human. At least, that is what I am assuming. Forget birthing a child with one, no one else I know has ever married a Lamia.”

      “Hmm…”

      I was a little confused regarding Qawuin and his wife’s incredible luck. Even though I didn’t really want another child right now, Lin and I had been trying to produce one. We hadn’t had any luck despite having more sex in the last year than I ever had in my entire life. This made me wonder if there might be an issue of compatibility between me and Lin, or if Qawuin and Neisha were just ridiculously lucky.

      “Are you interested because of your other wife?” asked Qawuin.

      I gave him a nod. “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t.”

      “Well, I don’t think that is something you should worry about for now. You and Lin are still quite young. Neisha and I did not have a child until ten years after we were married. In either event, you mentioned you had something important you wanted to speak with me about?”

      “Yes.”

      While he gave me this opportunity to speak, I didn’t say anything at first. Mentally reviewing everything in my head, I debated how to present my purpose for coming here, how to make him understand what I needed to do. Yet even as I thought, I realized nothing I had to say would be easy for him to hear. There was no diplomatic way to put this.

      I should just be honest in that case.

      “In about half a month’s time, a caravan filled with captured Lamia will be coming to Muqadas, where they will be sold at the slave auction house. These Lamia were kidnapped directly from the Lamia village.” Qawuin sucked in a breath, his eyes widening in shock, but I wasn’t done. “The ones who kidnapped these Lamia are from the Red Scorpions, who we learned have been working with a man named Isotep Malik. There seems to be some connection to Isotep and a Lamia named Muhammad, who is a former member of Queen Medusa’s Elder Council.”

      I paused to make sure Qawuin was still following me. The man looked like he had just been hit by one of my lightning bolts, so I decided not to say anything more and let him calm down instead.

      “So…” He took a deep breath. “I am going to take a leap of faith here and say the reason you returned was to rescue those kidnapped Lamia.”

      “And bring Muhammad to justice, if at all possible,” I added.

      “Well… this is a bit of a problem.” Running a hand through his hair, Qawuin looked both awkward and resigned. “Slavery is, of course, perfectly legal within the Endless Desert. However, I also understand where you are coming from. Those Lamia were kidnapped from their homes and have been unjustly enslaved. He might not be committing any crimes, but I cannot help but feel like what Isotep is doing is wrong.”

      “So what are you saying?” I asked.

      “I’m saying that it is only my personal respect for you, King Menes’ favor of you, and my King’s warning not to antagonize you that is keeping me from arresting you right now,” Qawuin said.

      “There is also the fact that you are not strong enough to arrest me,” I added.

      “There is that, too.”

      An introspective silence grew between us, broken only by the noise occasionally coming from inside of the house. Jasmine was no longer talking. Perhaps she had gone to sleep.

      Instead of conversation, the sound of footsteps reached my ears, seconds before I turned around and found Siv wandering up to me. She walked over and buried her face into my chest. Her arms wove around my back. She was shaking. I guess leaving her to Jasmine’s tender mercies was not a good idea, after all.

      “It seems your wife has had enough,” Qawuin said.

      “Seems so,” I muttered, turning just my head to him. “Tell me something.”

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “You said right now that Isotep is not breaking any laws, so there is nothing to be done. If I tried something, you would be obligated to arrest me. However, what if I found evidence that he was breaking the law? What would happen then?”

      I was powerful enough to do whatever I wanted in this country. No one could stop me if I decided to destroy the Malik Family, but I wasn’t the kind of person who would break the law. If possible, I’d prefer to act within the confines of whatever laws the king had placed here. It was important to respect the rules if you wanted to build a lasting relationship.

      Qawuin rubbed his jaw as he studied me. “… I suppose it would depend. If evidence has come to light that he has broken the law, then it would be the job of the army to arrest him and present his crimes before the king.”

      “And if a private citizen who was not a part of your kingdom brought him to justice and presented him before the king?”

      “Then I imagine he would earn King Menes’ favor.” Qawuin narrowed his eyes. “Are you planning on trying to bring Isotep to justice? Do you know how to find evidence of his wrongdoings?”

      “Of course not.” I waved my hand as if to ward off his suspicions. “I have never met Isotep, so there’s no way I could find evidence of his wrong doings. This was all just a hypothetical scenario.”

      “I somehow doubt this scenario you speak of is hypothetical at all, but… well, I suppose we can leave it at that for now.”

      “Right.” Siv was still clinging to me, so I hooked one arm under her knees and kept the other around her shoulders, mindful of the massive wings jutting from her back as I scooped the Drakvarian into a bridal carry. The only thing I couldn’t carry was her tail, which rested on the ground. “Well, I’m going to get some sleep. Hopefully, I will see you again some time.”

      “Have a good night, Eryk,” Qawuin said.

      “You too.”

      I nodded at the man, then turned around, walked out the front gate, and began the journey back to the inn with Siv in my arms.

      “Did your conversation go well?” asked Siv.

      “Well… yes and no.” I smiled wryly. Siv tilted her head. “I did not get the permission I was looking for. I had hoped he would be able to speak with King Menes and allow me to do what I wanted to the Malik Family, but he seems hesitant. However, I have some ideas about what we can do now, so it isn’t a total loss.”

      “That’s good… right?”

      “Well… yes, I suppose it is.”

      Siv wrapped her arms around my neck, holding me tighter as the sun set behind our backs.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up because a slight chill had crept down my spine. Glancing around, I looked at the threadbare ceiling made from sun-dried mud bricks, unpainted and ugly. A weight on my chest and the sound of someone gently breathing in my ear alerted me to Siv’s presence. The two of us were wrapped in a blanket and laying on a futon inside of the inn room I had rented for eight days.

      Nothing seemed out of place.

      At least, nothing inside this room.

      “Siv,” I whispered to the woman sleeping on me. “Siv, you need to wake up.”

      “Mmm… no more… five more minutes…”

      I rolled my eyes when I heard her mumble. Mumbling nonsense in their sleep seemed to be something all cold-blooded creatures did.

      “No. Not five more minutes. You need to wake up.”

      “Hmm mmm… huh?”

      Siv finally lifted her head and blinked her sleep-crusted eyes at me. We stared at each other for a few seconds, and then Siv tried to place her head back on my chest.

      “Siv. Don’t fall back asleep!” I said with a harsh whisper.

      “Eryk?” Siv jerked back awake, blinking several more times, ridding her eyes of sleep. Perhaps she had heard the urgency in my voice. “What is it? What is wrong?”

      “Several people just entered this inn,” I said. “They are coming up the stairs. I sense hostile intent directed at us, so it’s safe to assume we are the reason they’ve come.”

      “Oh. What should we do?” Siv looked a little nervous, but that was just how she was. Unlike my other wives, she detested battle.

      “First, I need you to let me get up,” I said with a smile.

      “Right.”

      Siv seemed reluctant to move, but for however reluctant she may have been, she still removed herself from me.

      I stood up and got dressed, though I didn’t put my shirt on. My pants were enough for now. I just needed to be somewhat decent. Once I was dressed, I knelt beside Siv and wrapped the blanket around her naked body, then leaned forward and kissed her lips.

      “I’m going to deal with these intruders. If anyone comes in through the window, just blast them away with wind.”

      “Okay.”

      Siv might not enjoy combat, but she could fight when she had to, and seeing her nod reassured me that she would if such a situation came about.

      Standing up again, I walked out of my room and into the hallway. It was a small hall. I’d say there was just enough room for two people to stand shoulder to shoulder, which meant my maneuverability was hampered. I’d have to be careful. I didn’t want to accidentally destroy this inn.

      The people who’d come up the stairs appeared in the hallway, dressed in black cloaks that hid their bodies from view and cowls pulled over their heads. There were three of them. A slight glow emitted from within their cloaks. Not an aura. Just a glow. They had only just reached the Second State of Spiritualism recently. I couldn’t see their faces, but I wasn’t concerned. There were only a few people in this city who would dare to challenge me. In fact, I already had a few guesses.

      “Did Isotep send you?”

      All the people present paused, their muscles stiffening. I guess that answered my question. That said, they seemed rather uncertain of themselves, like they didn’t know what to do.

      After the pause, they regained their bearings, unsheathed their khopesh, which had been hidden by their cloaks, and advanced on me. I couldn’t imagine Isotep was dumb enough to attack me when he didn’t even know how powerful I was. They probably had a policy of silencing anyone who found out who they worked for.

      I slid my dominant foot forward and raised my hands in a defensive position. Since I was inside of a building with innocent people, I didn’t want to use my elements. There was a great risk of harming someone uninvolved with this situation.

      Since the hallway was so narrow, they came at me one at a time. The first one lunged forward. He or she thrust out the khopesh they were holding. The blade glinted silver in the sparse amounts of moonlight filtering in through the windows.

      I sidestepped and knocked the blade aside. Then I took one step forward and thrust out my fist. A loud crack echoed in the hallway as my fist connected with my attacker's face. It felt like I’d hit their jaw. I could feel the bones in their face shattering, caving in and turning to mush before they crumpled to the floor and didn’t get back up. They were dead. I could already tell at a glance that my punch had killed them.

      I didn’t pay them any mind.

      The next person hesitated when they saw how easily I had disposed of their comrade, and since it looked like they weren’t going to attack, I decided to strike first.

      A single step forward took me over the corpse and into my next enemy’s guard. Of course, that single step had been me using the Flash Step to close the distance. The man—woman?—didn’t even have time to register my presence before I speared my hand through their chest. Their warm insides coated my hand and arm before my hand emerged from their back. Loud croaks echoed from within the hood, the khopesh clattered to the floor, and the person died on my arm.

      I pulled my hand from their chest.

      The corpse fell backward and struck the floor.

      “It looks like you’re the only one left,” I said to the last remaining figure alive.

      The cloaked figure stood there in shock for all but one second, then tried to flee, but I used the Flash Step once more to bypass them and block the staircase. While I couldn’t see this person’s face because of the cloak, I could imagine the way their eyes widened as I appeared before them like an apparition.

      “Did you really think I would let you leave?” I asked, taking a step forward. This person took a step back. “If you wish to get out of this alive, I suggest you tell me who sent you and why.”

      The cloak shook. It took me a moment to realize this person was shaking their head.

      “Is that ‘no, you won’t tell me’ or ‘no, you can’t tell me’? Nod if it’s the first and shake your head if it’s the second.”

      There was a pause before the cloak shook their head. So it wasn’t that they didn’t want to tell me, but that they couldn’t, which meant…

      “Did Isotep remove your tongue?” I asked. “Nod for yes, shake your head for no.”

      The cloak nodded.

      I placed my hand against the back of my neck and rubbed it, wondering if the stiffness I suddenly felt there was natural. This was the kind of situation I didn’t like. Now I was sure these people weren’t attacking me because they wanted to, but because Isotep was somehow controlling them. I didn’t know what he was using to control them, however. And even if I did know, I wasn’t sure I’d be willing to help them.

      At the same time, I couldn’t just kill someone who no longer had the will to fight.

      “Did Isotep send you to kill me?” I asked.

      A headshake. No, huh? That wasn’t what I expected. However, if this person and the group with them were not here to kill me, then…

      “Did he send you to spy on me?”

      A nod.

      “I see.”

      So this was just a simple intelligence gathering operation, and they only attacked me because I discovered them.

      It reminded me of something the Assassins Sect would do. They were quite adept at stealth operations and were often used by various other sects to spy on their enemies. My guess was that these people had been sent to learn more about me so Isotep could figure out how to deal with me. The only question I had now was: How had Isotep discovered me?

      Either way, I wouldn’t get an answer out of this person.

      “Leave now,” I commanded.

      The cloak didn’t need to be told twice. They ran right past me, so scared that the idea of attacking with their khopesh in a surprise attack didn’t even occur to them.

      I scratched my head, wondering if it was okay to let that person go, but… well, it should be fine. It didn’t matter if someone like that lived a little longer. They could not harm me or my family.

      I looked back at the two corpses still on the ground. Wandering up to the one I’d speared through the chest, I knelt and turned them over.

      “Now to find out who you are,” I mumbled as I removed their hood.

      This person was male, his age indeterminate. He looked like he was in his twenties, but he could have been older, since people who had reached higher states of spiritualism tended to age more slowly.

      I opened the man’s mouth and channeled lightning to my eyes. Just like I had suspected, this man had no tongue. It had been cut out because people couldn’t speak without one. If you couldn’t speak, you had no way of spilling someone’s secrets no matter what form of excruciating torture you went through. I was sure the other person was the same, but I didn’t want to look at them. Their face was likely messed up from my punch.

      There was nothing more to be gained from staring at these corpses, so I stood back up and headed toward my door. A loud howl ripped through the night just as I reached my door. It was the howling of wind. Hearing that noise caused me to quicken my pace and slam the door open. I ran inside and paused upon surveying the room.

      First I looked at Siv. She was standing in the center of the room, her back facing me, and the blanket still wrapped tightly around her body. I could see the bulges from where her wings and tail were causing the fabric to stretch. She had her hand outstretched, and the wall she was facing had a massive hole in it.

      “Were you attacked?” I asked, coming up behind her.

      Siv turned to me as I walked over. She nodded.

      “There were three of them in cloaks,” she said. “They came in through the window, so I hit them with my wind.”

      “I see. It sounds like they were quite opportunistic. Their goal was to spy on me, but I bet they had orders to kidnap you if the opportunity presented itself.”

      “Why would they be after me?”

      “Because they can use you to force me into compliance.” I shrugged. “The best way to force someone to do what you want is to hold someone they love hostage. If Isotep managed to kidnap you, he could blackmail me into following his orders.” I grinned and rubbed her head. “It’s a good thing you’re so strong. I bet they weren’t expecting that. Did any of them survive?”

      Siv closed her eyes and nuzzled my hand as she answered me. “I don’t know. I just sent them back outside.”

      “Well, that’s fine too. It doesn’t matter if they survived or not.” I hummed for a moment before switching topics. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Siv answered.

      “Really? You don’t need me to reassure you that everything is all right?”

      At the suggestive tone in my voice, Siv opened her eyes and stared at me. Her cheeks and the tips of her ears turned red. Her eyes grew half-lidded as she looked at my face, then let her gaze wander down to my naked chest.

      “I do…” she finally breathed. “I want you to reassure me that everything is okay.”

      Siv’s face was still tilted down as she stared at my pecs, so I placed a hand under her chin and lifted it back up. I gazed into her bright, emerald eyes, then leaned down and kissed her. A soft mewling noise escaped her muffled mouth as she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me back. The blanket fell away. The cold night air hit her skin, causing her to shiver.

      “Let’s head back to the futon,” I suggested.

      “Right…” Siv said, still breathing heavily from our kiss.

      I had Siv kneel on the futon and spread her legs. Her hairless snatch was already exposed. Her labia were perfectly smooth but a little puffy, like a flower getting ready to bloom. A trickle of juices seeped out. Her small chest was also visible. Her nipples had grown stiff.

      I leaned back in for a kiss, pushing my tongue past her lips, past her teeth, and stirring up the saliva in her mouth. Siv released a nasally gasp, though it turned into a much longer moan when I cupped her sex and began rubbing her with my fingers. Her pussy lips were squishy and soft. I guess I could call them pleasantly pliant. Her juices ran down my fingers as they became wedged between her lips. I didn’t insert my finger inside of her, instead choosing to saw my finger up and down her slit, gently caressing her clit each time I moved.

      “Hrrn! Hnn! Hrrn! Mmmnnn!”

      Siv ground her crotch against my hand. The way her hips moved was like an erotic dance timed to the rhythm of my fingers. Her flat stomach flexed like a belly dancer’s with every movement. When I pulled back from our kiss and saw this sight, my dick began to strain against my pants.

      “That… looks pain… haaaah… aaahn… that looks painful!”

      Siv was staring at the tent in my pants. She reached out and undid the belt keeping my pants on, then slid them down my hips. I was kneeling, so she couldn’t take them off, but she slid them far enough down that my dick sprang free.

      It looked like she was going to kneel down and take me into her mouth, but I didn’t want that right now. Kissing after a blow job was not pleasant. I used my free hand to raise her head and began kissing her again. Siv got the picture. As our kiss became more voracious, more heated, she reached out with a hand and wrapped her soft fingers around my throbbing cock.

      “Haaaah… haaaaah… aaaahn… It’s twitching… It’s so warm… Eryk… I… I…”

      Siv couldn’t speak well, locked as she was in the throes of pleasure, and I soon made it so she couldn’t speak at all. I pressed my finger against her opening and finally pushed it inside of her tight passage. She released a strangled moan that I muffled with my mouth.

      My first finger fit fine, but the second one was a lot harder to push in. It felt like she was pushing against me.

      “Haaa… haaaa… ahn! Ah! I-ish too mush!”

      While Siv claimed it was too much, my dick was several times bigger than this and fit just fine. I was soon able to fit both fingers inside of her tight pussy. She was breathing heavily now as I pumped my fingers inside of her, finding that sweet spot and rubbing vigorously to get her juices flowing. The wings on her back flapped like they were spasming. The sound of her tail thumping against the floor echoed around us. Her own hand moved faster. The feel of her soft hand gliding against my hot shaft felt amazing. Some precum appeared on the head of my cock, and she used that to try and help lubricate her hand.

      It was a bit painful having my dry dick rubbed, I realized. Since that was the case, I removed my fingers from Siv’s honeypot and used the juices staining my hand to help her. I rubbed her pussy juice over my shaft, which helped lubricate it. Siv became more enthusiastic once it got easier to slide her hand across the entire length of my dick. I went back to plunging my fingers inside of her wet cunt.

      “Hrrn! Hnn! Haaa! Ahnn!”

      Siv’s voice was music to my ears, and I wanted to hear more, but I realized there was a good chance anyone else staying at this inn could hear her too. Actually, I wondered why no one was here. I’d have expected people to come running out of their rooms after all the noise we made from that fight, but no one had appeared.

      Well, whatever.

      “Eryk! I’m—!!”

      Siv was unable to tell me she was cumming because I curled my fingers inside of her and rubbed the most sensitive spot on her rigid walls. Her entire body stiffened as she came. Her feet were planted on the floor, toes spasming as a combination of juice and piss squirted from her. At the same time, I released my own flood of cum, which spurted against her hand and got on her stomach.

      With a shudder, Siv pitched forward. Her head came to rest on my shoulder. Since I couldn’t wrap my arms around her back because of her wings, I wrapped them around her waist and pulled her tight against me. My cum on her stomach mixed with her sweat and created a slick coating between us. While my dick had gone slightly flaccid, coming into contact with Siv’s small body made me hard again. My once more erect dick came to rest against her pussy.

      “Eryk…” Siv breathed out my name like a sigh.

      “Do you want me to reassure you some more?” I asked.

      “Yes. Please.”

      I was still on my knees, but I sat back at her words and placed my hands on Siv’s naked hips. Siv was already on my lap, but she placed her feet against the ground, her hands on my shoulders, and lifted her hips to line herself up.

      Like this, I could see Siv’s body a lot more clearly. Her glistening skin illuminated only by soft moonlight seemed almost translucent. Small breasts moved up and down as she breathed. They didn’t jiggle much because of how tiny they were, but her puffy nipples made it clear she could feel everything happening to them just fine. Her hair was a bit messed up. Several strands had become caught on her wings. It was one of the few problems that came with having long hair and dragon wings, I guess.

      I reached behind Siv and grabbed her ass cheeks with my hands, kneading them. Siv gasped, then moaned as I rocked her hips back and forth, rubbing my head against her. Once I could feel my head nuzzling against her wet pussy, I lowered Siv onto my dick.

      “It’s… it’s going in! Hnnn! I’m being split in half… by your dick!”

      Siv cried out before leaning down and biting on my shoulder. Had this been anyone else, she would have drawn blood, but my body had been refined with alchemy pills and natural treasures now. Even if it didn’t break the skin, I still felt it. Her bite actually sent a thrill of pleasure through my body. She had latched onto the dragon symbol on my neck.

      Because she was sucking on the dragon symbol, her fangs were not breaking skin but scraping against it in a way that felt pleasant, her moans and cries were muffled as I began to move. I rocked my hips and lifted her off me at the same time. Siv’s cries grew as I increased the pace. She locked her legs around my waist as I impaled her on my stiff cock.

      Siv’s tight passage was difficult to move in. She was so tight it constantly felt like I was being forced out. At the same time, because she was so tight, her walls rubbed against me in ways no one else’s pussy could. I felt everything. It felt like every crevice of her hot passage was rubbing my shaft.

      I came in no time.

      Maybe it was because I had cum, but Siv’s entire body grew stiffer and the legs locked around my waist clenched so tight it was actually a little painful. Her loud moans, even muffled by her mouth on my shoulder, echoed around us. Then she seemed to lose all her strength. Her legs grew weak, her mouth left my skin, and she fell backward.

      I caught her before she could fall to the floor. However, even though I was holding her, Siv was still limp. Had she passed out? Her eyes were glazed over and drool leaked from her mouth. She was still shuddering with post-orgasmic bliss, so I guess she was just basking in the moment. However, the sight was making me hard again.

      With such a sight before me, I had no way to resist. I leaned down and placed my mouth against her tit. It was so small I could suck her entire breast into my mouth. Siv screamed. I’m sure she would have thrown her head back if it wasn’t already in that position. She gritted her teeth as more drool escaped her mouth and ran down her cheeks when I began flicking my tongue over her nipple.

      “G-growing bigger?! H-how?!”

      She was probably referring to my dick, which felt like it had swelled even more than before. I was still inside of her. The feeling of her walls expanding to accommodate my sudden increase in girth almost made me cum on the spot, but I resisted. I wanted her to cum first this time.

      Having sex in this position was hard. I managed by flexing my butt, but Siv wasn’t able to do anything because her body had already given out. All she could do was ride out the waves of pleasure. I could feel her emotions through the bond that had formed from her bite mark, which acted similarly to the Ring of Marji. I wondered if they were connected. However, those thoughts and more fled when Siv’s pussy twitched and tightened around my cock.

      She had cum.

      Knowing that I had made her orgasm, I felt my own will to resist my impending release crumble. I came inside of her again. Spurt after spurt of my hot cum filled her vagina, but despite that, none of it came out.

      “So… so warm…” Siv mumbled. She was still hanging off me, her back arched, hair dangling against the futon. I pulled her forward so she was resting on my chest instead of in that uncomfortable position. “Eryk… let’s remain like this.”

      “Sure,” I said, smiling as I buried my nose into her hair. “We can remain like this for a little while, at least.”

      The sun was beginning to come up, but I figured we could stay like this for a few more minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “What happened to my inn?!”

      So, it turned out the bartender and his wife who owned the inn didn’t live there. They lived several blocks away, which explained why they didn’t show up when Siv and I came under attack—or when we were having admittedly loud sex.

      I stood next to the man and his wife as they gawked at the hole in the wall, which Siv had created when several people tried to sneak in and attack her while I was dealing with three other intruders. They didn’t look angry. I was certain anger would be coming soon, but for now, at least, they appeared too astonished to actually feel much of anything.

      Well, aside from shock, that is.

      “This might not be my place to say it, but I think you should invest in better security,” I told the two in a serious voice.

      “You… did you cause this?!” asked the bartender, who only now seemed to become angry.

      “Of course not.” I scoffed, even as Siv hid behind me, her face pressed against my back. “The ones who caused this were the people who attacked us last night.”

      “Attacked? You were attacked? By who?”

      I withheld a smile when I saw the man’s rapidly paling face, shaking my head and feigning concern for my own well-being.

      “Several people snuck into your inn during the middle of the night and tried to kill me and Siv,” I explained. “I don’t know who they were. We managed to fend them off, but they created that large hole in the wall.”

      “Is that really what happened?”

      “That’s really what happened.”

      The bartender seemed skeptical, but then he sighed, scratched his head, and began muttering to himself about how, “it couldn’t be helped.” Meanwhile, his wife was just now recovering from her own shock.

      “It’s gonna take a lot of money to fix this.”

      “Don’t worry.” I summoned a sack filled with coins from my storage ring. “There are 10,000 valis in this bag. I’m sure that’s more than enough money to fix your wall and maybe even have your entire inn renovated.”

      10,000 valis was a lot in the Endless Desert. Even a noble family could not afford to toss around that much unless they were one of the Four Great Families.

      The man accepted the bag with a stunned expression. As he and his wife tried to stutter out their thanks, I turned back to look at the hole in the wall and sighed. Siv and I would have to find a new inn to stay at. I guess we would be visiting Kazanufa Lodgings again.
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      “You idiot!!!”

      Isotep roared at the man who knelt deferentially on the ground, trembling before him. There was nothing remarkable about this man. He had the same dark skin, dark hair, and dark eyes as every other person from the Endless Desert. His features were all quite plain. Behind him, also trembling, were two other people.

      They were the only people left from the group he had sent to observe Eryk. The rest were all dead.

      Isotep regretted his decision to send anyone after that man. He would have never done so had he known this would be the result. What made it worse was that he didn’t know how Eryk had killed so many people. Maybe he should have sent someone else to observe this group as well, but it was too late for that now.

      “I gave your group one task! Follow Eryk Veiger and discover why he is here! Do not engage in combat and only act if you are completely certain you can capture the girl he is with! How is it that you were unable to accomplish something so simple?!”

      The men didn’t answer, of course, because they couldn’t answer. Their tongues had been cut out a long time ago to prevent them from divulging sensitive information on his various activities. Isotep was not yelling at them because he thought he would get an answer. He was just blowing off stress.

      “I told you not to go after that boy,” Muhammad said from where he sat on the couch. His tail thumped languidly against the floor. “I do not know how strong that child is, but his women, at least, have reached the Third State of Spiritualism. To defeat someone like that, you’d either need a 100 people who are at the Second State of Spiritualism or someone of comparable power.”

      Isotep glared at Muhammad, but the Lamia did not seem at all bothered by the look and continued to sit there, reclining like a sunbathing reptile.

      This damn snake has been so lazy ever since he got here.

      It truly galled Isotep to see how Muhammad had made himself so comfortable here. This was his abode. He didn’t want some filthy snake making himself at home like this.

      He briefly imagined skinning Muhammad alive. It was a pleasant thought, but it would never happen. Muhammad was easily one of the strongest Spiritualists in the Endless Desert. Even if Isotep sent all of his men after him and attacked with them, he would still lose. That was the number one reason he allowed this snake to do what he wanted.

      They were in Isotep’s private garden. The limestone patio surrounded a pool filled with crystal-clear water. Several chairs made of wood, interwoven reeds and covered in pillows were arrayed around the pool. The two of them had been enjoying a drink together when this group interrupted them.

      Isotep took several deep breaths. He pressed a hand to his face so no one could see his veins throbbing angrily. Getting upset right now would not help. He needed to stay calm.

      “What would you suggest we do now?” asked Isotep, running his hands through his hair.

      “Can we not just do nothing?” asked Muhammad with a shrug. “Eryk does not know you are the one who sent those men, does he? If he did, I am sure he would have killed them. In that case, I see no issue with simply sitting back to observe the situation a bit longer. Have you contacted the Iron Talons?”

      The Iron Talons were one of the most powerful mercenary companies around. Not only had every member reached at least the Second State, but their leader was a Third State Spiritualist. This particular group had even contended with Queen Medusa herself and managed to escape with their lives. While being forced to flee made them sound weak, Queen Medusa was a force of nature that even Muhammad hesitated to confront in open combat.

      “I sent a letter via carrier eagle and received a reply this morning,” Isotep confessed. He dismissed the failures with a disgusted wave of his hand, walked over to a chair across from Muhammad, and sat down. He would deal with those failures later. “It said they will arrive sometime within the next ten days.”

      “Then let us make no moves for ten days. Once they arrive, we can set a trap for Eryk and his whore and have them take care of him.”

      As he spoke, Muhammad drank some red wine from a glass made of crystal. Isotep almost grimaced. That single glass was more expensive than a peasant’s house.

      A young woman dressed in skimpy strips of fabric that barely covered her naughty bits came up, a glass in one hand and a copper pitcher in the other. She placed the glass on a table in front of Isotep and poured wine into it. The red liquid sloshed around. A delectable aroma wafted from the cup, causing him to inhale slightly.

      Isotep swatted the girl’s behind, which elicited a squeal as the girl arched her spine. He paid her no mind as he lifted the glass. He didn’t drink at first, but swirled the wine so it swirled inside the cup and brought it to his nose. This wine was from one of his vineyards. On top of owning almost all of the slave market, he also owned multiple wine vineyards, which were grown in areas with rivers traveling through them.

      “I do not like the idea of leaving a potential threat alive… but I guess you are right. Even if I send people out to kill this man, there is no guarantee they will succeed.”

      Muhammad smiled as he drank more wine. “I’m glad you have seen reason. We must not underestimate that man. Acting before we are ready will spell disaster.”

      He slowly took a sip of his wine. His thoughts were on Eryk Veiger. He had to make sure that boy died before he could discover his connection to Muhammad, or all his goals would crumble around his ears.
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        * * *

      

      Several days had passed since I was attacked during the night. Siv and I moved out of the inn we’d been staying at and got rooms at the Kazanufa Lodging. Since we were expecting Kari, Fay, and Lin to arrive within the next ten or twelve days, we bought out the noble suite again.

      At present, Siv and I were sitting across from each other on the bed and playing a game of cards. It was a very simple memory game. All the cards were lying face down, there were two of each kind, and the objective was to find the matching set. If you found a set, you were able to go again. If you didn’t, it was your opponent’s turn. The person who found the most matching sets won.

      So far, I had found two sets and Siv had found three.

      “We need to come up with a plan to investigate Isotep,” I said as Siv studied the cards. She had found another set just a little while ago, so it was still her turn. The young woman was studying the facedown cards with furrowed brows like she was trying to see through them. “If possible, I’d like to present evidence against him before Kari, Fay, and Lin arrive.”

      “That will be hard,” Siv said as she reached out a hand and flipped over one of the cards. It was a Fehu card.

      “I know.”

      “Do you know what kind of evidence you are looking for?”

      Siv reached out for another card and flipped it over, but it was Jera. She frowned and flipped the cards so they were face down again.

      Now it was my turn.

      “Anything that goes against the Endless Desert’s laws would be fine. The important thing isn’t getting him for a specific unlawful action but anything that could be deemed a threat to the crown.” I let my hand hover over one of the cards, but then retracted it and moved to flip a different card. It was Fehu. Score. “Of course, it would be great if we could find evidence that he’s planning to overthrow King Menes or something equally bad, but we can’t afford to be picky.”

      Siv’s cheeks puffed out when she saw me going for the card she had previously flipped over. She shook her head back and forth, as if trying to tell me not to flip over that card, but I did anyway.

      Fehu.

      “It looks like the score is tied now,” I said, grinning.

      Siv was still pouting as I continued to study the cards. The only one I knew was the other one Siv had flipped over, Jera, but I didn’t know what the rest of the cards were.

      “How are you going to get evidence of his wrongdoings?” asked Siv.

      I flipped a card over at random. It was Pertho. Sighing as I realized I had no idea which one of these was also Pertho, I flipped another card over without giving it much thought. Ingwaz. It looked like my turn was over.

      As Siv began moving her hand over the cards, I explained my plan.

      “The only way to get evidence of someone’s crimes is to infiltrate their manor and find evidence. I’m thinking of sneaking into his villa and trying to find something incriminating. I don’t think people in this country keep ledgers, but if I can at least find a journal talking about his plans, then maybe I can present it to the king and get his approval to eradicate the Malik Family.”

      Siv flipped over one of the cards. Her eyes lit up when she saw that it was Ingwaz. I sighed when she immediately flipped over the second card I’d found, grabbed the pair, and began studying the cards once more.

      There were 24 Runes in the runic alphabet, which meant this deck had 48 cards. I had already found three pairs and Siv had discovered four. That meant there were 34 cards left.

      “Does Isotep even keep a journal?” asked Siv.

      “I don’t know, but if I don’t do something, then we won’t be able to rescue those kidnapped Lamia without being branded criminals.”

      “What about using the favor King Menes owes you?”

      I thought about the idea of using the favor King Menes owed me as Siv flipped over a card, which revealed itself to be Eihwaz. Neither of us had flipped over this rune before. Siv bit her lip and, after a moment, flipped over another card at random. Her eyes dimmed when she saw it was Othala.

      “My turn,” I said, then continued talking about our current subject. “Even if I went to King Menes, I’m not sure he would be able to agree to this request since the Malik Family is the most powerful of the Four Great Families. Doing anything that could disrupt a member of the Four Great Families is almost akin to treason. The only greater capital offense would be going against the king himself. The Malik Family is also important for the Endless Desert’s financial stability. Destroying them could lead to catastrophic changes.”

      I flipped over a card and found myself staring at the rune known as Raidho. With a sigh, I flipped over another card. Othala.

      Damn.

      Siv flipped over my Othala card, then the Othala card she found during her last turn. This brought her up to five pairs. Meanwhile, I still had three.

      As our card game continued, a knock sounded at the door.

      “Hold on,” I told Siv as I crawled off the bed and went over to the door. The person on the other end was Qawuin, who looked at this moment like the bearer of bad news. I almost sighed. “Qawuin, come on in.”

      “Thank you,” Qawuin said as I stepped aside and let him enter.

      He swept his gaze around the room, his eyes pausing on Siv as she stared at the cards on the bed. She looked up. When she saw him looking at her, she immediately put her head back down.

      “It’s been a few days since I saw you,” I said as I went back to the bed. Qawuin took a seat on the couch. “How has your investigation been going?”

      I had gone to Qawuin immediately after Siv and I were attacked. He had promised to have his people investigate this matter. That was several days ago. The fact that he was here now meant he didn’t have good news.

      “Unfortunately, the investigation into your attackers has reached a dead end.”

      I paused. Siv’s hand, which had been in the process of flipping a card over, also stopped, though she flipped the card over several seconds later. It was Berkano.

      “You weren’t able to find out anything about them?” I asked as Siv’s next card was revealed. I smiled. The card was Raidho.

      “The problem isn’t that we haven’t been able to find them, but that we have already found them… dead.” Once again, Qawuin said something that made me pause, though I still grabbed both Raidho cards. He continued talking as Siv and I decided to end things there. This conversation was getting too serious for us to be playing card games. “The other day, we found three men who had been killed and buried. It looks like their throats had been slit. We don’t know if they are your attackers, but all of them had their tongues removed like the ones you told me about. I can only assume these people were killed for their failure.”

      Siv and I sat on the couch opposite of Qawuin. I wished we could snuggle, but Siv’s wings made it hard for her to cuddle with me like that. Because snuggling was out of the equation, I decided on something else.

      “So the people who tried to take Siv from me are dead, huh? That’s unfortunate. Though I do wonder why their employer bothered to kill them. It’s not like they have the ability to share Isotep’s secrets.”

      “Assuming they belonged to Isotep,” Qawuin pointed out, though I was already certain that man was the one responsible for that night’s attack.

      I grabbed Siv’s legs, lifted them, and placed her bare feet on my lap. Siv’s feet did not look quite human. The general shape was. Her small feet had five cute toes with pointed nails and featured higher than normal arches, but covering her skin in certain areas like near the top were scales. They were a silvery green just like her hair.

      “Hnnn!”

      Siv bit her lip, her toes curled, and her calves quivered as I began giving her a massage. I grabbed her left foot with both my hands and pressed my thumbs into the pad of her foot. It was the area just below the toes, which corresponded to the lungs, thyroid gland, neck, and trapezius.

      The different parts of the foot had numerous pressure points that were connected to specific organs of the body. By applying pressure to those spots, it helped relax not just the foot but also the corresponding organs. There were about fifty-six different places where it was possible to apply pressure for a desired effect.

      I primarily used my thumbs to apply this pressure, moving them around in circles over specific areas. I traveled lower, toward the middle of her foot, which was connected to the stomach, pancreas, liver, and suprarenal gland. My actions caused Siv’s toes to spasm a little. Her breathing became deep and heavy as a light blush lit up her face.

      Qawuin coughed into his hand and looked away. “In either event, I came here merely to tell you that. Since we no longer have any leads, I’m afraid the investigation is coming to an end.”

      Truth be told, I was disappointed to know they couldn’t get anything, but I had also been expecting this. Even if those men hadn’t been killed, all they’d need to do was stay in Isotep’s villa and we’d never find them—unless I went with my infiltration plan.

      “I understand. Thank you for at least trying.”

      The way Siv’s foot was spasming as I massaged it was kind of turning me on. I never did this often because I didn’t find feet very attractive, but there had been times when Kari would ask for a foot massage, then begin rubbing her feet against my erection. It had led to her using her feet several times to rub me to an orgasm, and I’d also sucked on her toes before.

      I didn’t think I could suck on Siv’s because she had sharp toenails shaped like claws, but it might be possible to lick them. Her feet seemed sensitive.

      “You are welcome. Sorry I couldn’t be of more help. A-anyway, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Qawuin stood up and made for the door, but he stopped when a bell began ringing so loudly we could hear it even inside the room. I stopped massaging Siv’s foot and looked around.

      “What is that noise?” I asked.

      “It’s the Demon Beast alarm,” Qawuin said with a grave expression now marring his face. “It is rare, but we occasionally get attacked by Demon Beasts. We do not have enough resources to create Demon Beast repellent for an entire city. When this happens, all the commanders like myself must gather our forces and repel the threat. You two, please remain here. I know you are strong, but this does not involve you.”

      Qawuin left soon after. Siv and I remained on the couch for some time. The alarm continued to ring out.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen days passed since Siv and I arrived in Muqadas. The Demon Beast alarm had gone off several times.

      While the first two Demon Beast attacks had caused the citizens to panic, they seemed to have grown used to it after the fourth time.

      Humans could grow used to just about anything. Our adaptability was one of our greatest strengths, though it could also be our greatest weakness. I thought it was a strength in this particular case. It would wear on the nerves to panic every time the Demon Beast alarm sounded, especially since it happened with such frequency.

      That did make me wonder why it was going off so much. Would Demon Beasts really attack this often in quick succession?

      I passed the time away with Siv. There were no more leads, I had no proof that Isotep was doing something illegal, and Qawuin had asked me not to do anything until the current situation with the Demon Beasts had passed. With nothing to do, I figured we might as well relax until then. It wasn’t like I was in a rush. Sometimes, she and I would swim at the beach, sometimes we would rest in our room, sometimes we would go flying, and sometimes we would have sex.

      We did get to watch how the king’s army repelled Demon Beasts. One of the attacks had come while we were flying, so we’d gone over to take a look and found a large group of Spiritualists confronting a herd of B-Rank Sand Sharks. They used teamwork to bring the Demon Beasts down. Spiritualists with the earth affinity would use their Spiritual Techniques to force the Sand Sharks to the surface, where they would be killed off by Spiritualists with a fire or wind affinity.

      I noticed that earth, fire, and wind were the primary affinities for people of the Endless Desert. I’d never seen one who had a lightning or water affinity. It made me wonder if the reason had something to do with the environment. Perhaps people who lived in an environment like the Endless Desert had become predisposed toward having those affinities, which were admittedly easier to use in a place where water and storms were scarce.

      At present, however, Siv and I were passing the time by walking through Muqadas’ streets. They were very busy. There were people walking to and fro, children running through the streets, and people buying either produce or items from a variety of stall vendors. It was the same in every country—even if the aesthetics, the architecture, and the people were different.

      “We haven’t seen Qawuin in a few days,” Siv said as she clung to my side.

      “He’s probably been busy dealing with Demon Beasts,” I answered.

      “Hmm… there have been a lot of attacks.”

      As if to emphasize her words, several bells began ringing. I looked up at the tallest building nearby. It was a bell tower that was several stories tall, and at the very top was one of the now ringing bells. There were several other bell towers located throughout Muqadas. Once one began ringing, the others were sure to follow.

      “It looks like there is another Demon Beast attack,” I murmured.

      No one around us paid attention to the bell after giving it an initial glance. We didn’t either and continued on our way.

      I did notice several soldiers rushing down the adjacent street on the other side of the market. All of them were carrying pikes. I didn’t see Qawuin among them, but he might have already been at the attack site, or maybe he was coming from another direction. Either way, it wasn’t our problem.

      The Demon Beast alarm eventually settled down and another day passed. I woke up the next morning to the sounds of someone banging on my door. The loud noise caused me to jerk awake, which also startled Siv awake. She sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes as I clambered to my feet. I grabbed my pants and slid them on before traveling to the door and opening it.

      I didn’t recognize the man on the other side, but he was dressed in armor similar to but less decorative than Qawuin.

      “Are you… Master Eryk?” asked the man.

      “That’s right.” I narrowed my eyes at the man, who looked nervous about being under my gaze. “I’m guessing you’re a soldier for the king? Do you need something from me?”

      “H-his majesty, King Menes, has said that he wishes to speak with you,” the man said. “We have prepared a carriage to take you and your companion to his palace.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. There was no way I could refuse a request from the emperor.

      “Okay. Let me get dressed first.”

      “Y-yes, sir.”

      When I closed the door and turned back around, Siv was already getting dressed. I helped her slide the dress up her legs and made sure it wasn’t getting in the way of her tail or wings. I’d have liked to comb her hair, but it sounded like we were needed immediately, so after making sure her hair wasn’t stuck on her wings, I got myself dressed and finished off my ensemble by tying my long green hair with a leather band.

      “We’re ready,” I said to the man as I opened the door.

      “Right this way, sir,” the soldier said.

      We climbed into an extravagant carriage and sat down. The carriage was being guarded by several soldiers who looked pretty nervous. Were they nervous because of me, or was there some other reason? I pondered this as we were driven to King Menes’ palace.

      King Menes was sitting on his throne like usual when Siv and I arrived. Siv looked nervous being in front of an emperor, but I merely had her follow my example as I knelt with one knee on the ground.

      “Your Majesty, I was told you wished to speak with me.”

      “I did. Although I have not yet repaid my previous debt to you, it seems I am in need of your help once again.” King Menes gestured to his guards, who filed out of the large room. Very soon, it was just us three. “You two may rise. There is no need to stand on ceremony right now.”

      “Very well.” I stood up. Siv did too after a moment. “I’m guessing this has something to do with the constant Demon Beast attacks?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” King Menes’ shoulders seemed to have some added weight that was dragging them down. Dark bags hung under his eyes. It looked like he might have also lost a bit of weight, though he still tried to project a strong image as he spoke with me. “What I have to tell you is something that you cannot tell anyone. Qawuin went missing several days ago. It was during the third Demon Beast attack. He and several other soldiers went out, but none of them came back.”

      I sucked in a deep breath.

      “If you are telling me this, it is because you believe he is still alive, right?”

      “Correct.” The man lifted his left hand, which I finally realized was holding a scroll of papyrus. He tossed it to me. As I unfurled the scroll to read it, the king continued speaking. “That scroll was delivered to the palace early this morning.”

      “It says: If you wish to see your commander again, have the two known as Eryk Veiger and Siv come to the location on this map. You have two days. If they do not show up, we will send you Qawuin’s head.” I frowned as I finished reading the scroll and looked up. “This is a pretty straightforward and obvious trap.”

      King Menes nodded. “I am aware that you have no obligation to help me. I also know I cannot force you to do this. Given what Qawuin said about your strength, even if my entire army were to stand against you, they would stand no chance. However, should you do this, I will be eternally grateful.”

      “Do we know who is responsible for Qawuin’s kidnapping?” I asked.

      “Look at the letter,” King Menes said. “You should see a symbol near the bottom.”

      I did as instructed, and, indeed, near the bottom left corner was a symbol, a foot with three talons carrying a sword.

      “That symbol belongs to a group of mercenaries called Iron Talon,” King Menes explained. “Most mercenary groups have no choice but to act in accordance with the law, but this group does not. The reason is because their leader, Kassim Ishvallen, is a Spiritualist who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      “I see.” I scratched my head and glanced at Siv. She looked back at me and tilted her head, but she didn’t offer any clues as to what she was thinking. Sighing, I looked back at King Menes. “Spiritualists who have reached the Third State of Spiritualism are pinnacle existences no matter where you go. I’ve heard that aside from yourself, the only others who have reached this state are some of your generals and the heads of the Four Great Families.”

      “That is correct,” King Menes said.

      Reaching the Third State required a vast amount of resources and time, which was why only a few could reach this state. Resources were also finite. There were only so many to go around, so of course, the wealthy hoarded them for themselves.

      “Well, okay,” I said. “I will help you get Qawuin back. He’s a good guy, and I’d hate for his wife and kids to be without him. However, there is something that I will want your help with.”

      King Menes straightened his spine and looked at me with an even gaze. “Name your price.”

      I smiled. “I want your help removing a tumor from your nation.”
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        * * *

      

      While most of the Endless Desert was covered in sand dunes, not every part of this desolate space was made of just sand. There were several mountainous regions near the ocean. Eroded by the sea, the rocks formed craggy cliffs several dozen kilometers high. For any regular human, a drop down one of those cliffs would surely lead to certain death.

      It was one of those cliffs that Siv and I were asked to come to.

      Despite the ocean being present, there was no vegetation on this land, which remained barren. Certain plants aside, salt water wasn’t conducive to growing plants. Salt dehydrates plants, so they can’t drink it from the soil. It was also poisonous for plants to take in an excess of salt.

      Siv and I stood alone. No one appeared to be present. However, when I activated Spiritual Perception, I understood the truth.

      “Siv!”

      Siv took to the sky the moment I shouted. Meanwhile, I raised my fist and swung it down hard, slamming it into the ground. I didn’t put any Spiritual Power into my attack. It was just a normal punch, but the earth split apart where my fist struck, a chasm forming from the edge of the cliff and traveling into the valley about fifty meters away.

      When my attack destroyed the area, several figures suddenly emerged from the ground, humans who were dressed in dingy leather armor. There were a lot more of them than I expected. I counted at least fifty. While I’d never had dealings with Iron Talon in my past life, I did remember hearing about them, and I didn’t believe there were this many members.

      Then again, in my previous life, their leaders had been killed some time before Kari and I ended up in the Endless Desert.

      “That was quite the punch. Damn, I can see now why that blasted Isotep decided to hire me. There’s no one else among the mercenaries who can possibly deal with someone strong enough to cause so much damage with just his fist.”

      The man who spoke was larger than many of the people I’d seen. He might have even been bigger than Tungsten. Standing at least two heads taller than myself, his muscular physique rippled as he rotated his left shoulder like he was stretching it out. The standard leather armor he wore was covered in scratches. He wore a linen skirt like everyone else. Strapped against his back was a massive sword that reminded me of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler I used to use, but this was shaped like a khopesh.

      “Are you Kassim?” I asked.

      “That’s right.” The one I had called out crossed his arms and smirked at me. “And you are Eryk Veiger… which means the pretty little thing flying around up there is Siv.” Kassim looked up at Siv and let out an appreciative whistle. “But damn, that woman of yours sure is something. I don’t know what kind of creature she is, but fuck if I care. I know Isotep told me to kill you both, but screw that. After I bury you, I’m gonna take that woman for myself and make her my sex slave.”

      Kassim’s words pissed me off so much I thought I might see red, but I knew better than to let my anger get the best of me. There were some things I needed to know. I also had a plan for this man.

      “You’re responsible for the Demon Beast attacks, right?” I asked. “I’m guessing you used a Lure to make the Demon Beasts attack Muqadas, waited until the army had run itself ragged, and then ambushed them on their way home. You killed off all the people who were unimportant and took Qawuin. Speaking of, where is he?”

      “What makes you think he’s still alive?” asked Kassim, chuckling. “Maybe I killed him.”

      “No, he is definitely still alive.” I narrowed my eyes. “You know Qawuin has King Menes’ favor. If he dies from this, you will have even more trouble on your hands. The king might even decide to send his best generals after you.”

      “Ha ha ha! It seems you know the situation too well. You’re right. He is alive.” Kassim pointed down. “There’s actually a cave underneath us. You can only access it by climbing down the cliff—or if you’ve reached the Third State of Spiritualism for the earth element, you can just merge with the earth and reach it that way, but most people can’t do that.” The man chuckled again. “Actually, I’m wondering if the cave is still intact after you punched it like that.”

      His words made me twitch. I didn’t know Qawuin would be located underneath me, and I wasn’t close enough to him that I could pick out his individual Spiritual Signature like I could with Kari, Lin, Fay, or Siv.

      Activating Spiritual Perception, I stretched my abilities to the limits and discovered there was indeed one more person underneath the cliff. I could not tell if they were injured. All I saw was the bright red flame that let me know whoever this person was, they had a fire affinity.

      I didn’t know if that was really Qawuin. Without knowing who was down there, I couldn’t afford to go all out.

      “Well, talking with you has been fun, but I’m sorry to say I’m all out of patience,” Kassim said. “It’s time for you to die!”

      At those words, Kassim slammed his hands into the ground. The earth rumbled as a giant half-dome rose from the ground and blocked my retreat. As Kassim knelt there and watched on with a grin, several of his Spiritualists began dancing. Some of them stomped on the ground, others clapped their hands and banged their chests. I realized the different movements being performed were because they were about to use two different combination Spiritual Techniques.

      My thoughts came true when half the Spiritualists cupped a hand to their mouths and breathed out a long stream of fire. The streams merged together and created one giant torch of flame that barreled toward me. At the same time, the other half launched a wind attack that struck the flames and increased the speed and power even more. It was hot enough that I could feel it growing closer. That said, it wasn’t hot enough to make me sweat.

      I held up my hand as though to block the attack with nothing but my palm. Spiritual Power flowed through my body as water particles gathered in front of me, growing bigger as small particles turned into droplets and droplets congealed into tiny balls about the size of my head. More and more water appeared out of thin air before I made it take the shape of a shield—not a shield with a flat surface, but a shield with a tip like those of an arrow, a point.

      The raging white inferno slammed into my water shield. Steam hissed everywhere as the two techniques made contact. My water shield did not disperse, however. The massive cone of fire was split in two, traveling past me, melting through the half dome of earth at my back and continuing on. When I turned my head, I saw the fire slowly dissipate as it ran out of Spiritual Power to fuel it.

      I looked back in front of me to see a several-meter-wide trench traveling from where the fire attack first formed to where it struck my water shield. The trench then branched into two separate trenches. Past that was Kassim and his group of fifty something Spiritualists, all of whom were gawking at me.

      “You… what… that… impossible!” Kassim suddenly shouted. “That’s impossible! There is no way—even if you reached the Third State of Spiritualism with the water element, there’s no way you could possibly defend yourself against a combination Spiritual Technique created by fifty Spiritualists!”

      “I guess it is a good thing I am not at the Third State of Spiritualism,” I said in a quiet voice that still somehow reached Kassim.

      The man’s face was drained of blood. His skin had become so white as to be translucent.

      “No…” he whispered.

      I smiled at the man who looked like he was about to abandon his comrades in favor of running.

      Then I disappeared.

      I had to hand it to Kassim; he was very quick on his feet. The moment I disappeared, his body merged with the earth like I’d seen Lin do. So long as he was merged like this, I couldn’t hurt him since he had no physical body—unless I was willing to destroy this entire area, which I was not since I didn’t know if Qawuin was underground.

      Since I couldn’t hurt Kassim, I went after his men.

      I was unable to use any powerful Spiritual Techniques for fear of accidentally killing Qawuin, so I used the Flash Step: Lightning Step to deal with them. I transformed my body into lightning and decimated their ranks. No blood spilled from the throats I slashed, the chests I tore open, or the limbs I cut off. The lightning cauterized all wounds. Not that it mattered. The many Spiritualists before me died an instant after I had disappeared.

      Lightning is a naturally occurring electrostatic discharge. In nature, this is when two electrically charged regions in the atmosphere or ground temporarily equalize themselves, which causes the instantaneous release of energy, which is powerful enough to cause devastation to the surrounding area.

      While lightning did not travel at the speed of light, it was still too fast for the human eyes to comprehend. I was quite certain that the many Spiritualists who died at my hands only saw a brief flash illuminate their vision before it was all over.

      When all was said and done, the Spiritualists who had come with Kassim, a total of somewhere around fifty strong, were decimated in less time than it took a human to blink.

      I stood in the center of this devastation. Corpses in various states surrounded me. A few were missing their heads, some were severed at the torso, and a number had their arms or legs missing. Rather than dying from my attack, those ones had died from shock. Their last facial expressions were ones of pain and horror.

      “Y-you’re pretty strong, huh?”

      I turned around when someone spoke behind me and stared at Kassim. He must have emerged to conserve Spiritual Power. While people at the Third State of Spiritualism could transform into their element, it took a lot of Spiritual Power to maintain. Most could only maintain that state for a few seconds.

      He wasn’t alone. He was holding onto a beaten Qawuin, whose face was battered, bruised, and bloody. The man looked barely conscious as he was forced to his feet, a massive sword held at his throat.

      “I never imagined there’d be someone as strong as you. That Overlord be damned Isotep really fucked up this time. However, I’m not about to roll over and let myself be killed. If you value this man’s life, you’ll let me go.”

      I tilted my head as the man babbled about me letting him go free. I didn’t say anything, not even after he stopped talking, which seemed to make him nervous. He took a step back out of fear.

      “L-look… just let me go, and I’ll never bother you again. I swear.”

      Despite him trying to assure me he’d never bother me, I still said nothing, which caused the man to begin sweating.

      Instead of paying attention to Kassim, I looked up. Siv was still flying in the sky. She locked eyes with me and, as if reading my mind, summoned the wind to her side. Holding her out hand, Siv pointed a finger at Kassim—more specifically, at the sword in his grasp.

      The sword was sliced into hundreds of small pieces instantly.

      “Huh?”

      Kassim was so surprised by the sudden turn of events that he could do nothing when I appeared in front of him. I grabbed Qawuin, ripped him from Kassim’s grasp, and then kicked the man in the chest. I was quite certain his ribs had exploded. I could feel them being crushed by my foot. He was probably already dead. He didn’t even scream as he fell off the cliff, his face etched into shock, but just to make sure he was well and truly gone, I willed the sea to rise. A massive hand formed from the ocean water. It grabbed the falling Kassim and clenched, turning the man’s body into a thick red paste.

      The man known as Kassim died a fast and inglorious death.
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      After rescuing Qawuin and healing him with the water element, Siv, Qawuin, and I traveled back to Muqadas. The guards at the main entrance of the city were shocked when they saw us, but they were also relieved. Tears sprang to the eyes of the two guards as they rushed over to us.

      “C-Commander Qawuin! Sir! Thank the Overlords you’re alive!”

      “We heard you’d been killed by Demon Beasts, sir!”

      “I’m not sure who is spreading that rumor, but I can assure you, they are wrong,” Qawuin said, smiling as he clapped his hands on the two shoulders. “As you can see, I am quite fine. It is all thanks to these two.”

      When Qawuin gestured to me and Siv, the two men looked at us… then bent at the waist until their torsos formed a 90-degree angle with the ground.

      “Thank you so much for saving Commander Qawuin!”

      “You have our utmost gratitude!”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I had seen their type before. I’d actually dealt with several people like this in my lifetime, so while greatly disturbed by the zeal in which they displayed their gratitude, I simply dealt with it by accepting it. That was the best way to deal with people like this. If you tried to act humble, they would just make you out to be an even greater person than you really were.

      And that would cause all kinds of misunderstandings.

      We made our way into the city soon after. I was holding hands with Siv as we followed Qawuin. While the man in question was obviously well known because everyone waved at him as they passed, no one reacted like those guards at the gate. My guess was that only a few people knew he’d been missing for three days.

      “We should first grab a carriage and have it take us to see King Menes,” Qawuin was saying, but I stopped him there.

      “No, you should go see your wife first and let her know you’re safe. I will talk to King Menes and inform him of what happened.” Qawuin’s mouth was open to argue, but I held my hand up to forestall whatever argument he had. “I have my reasons for doing this. I’d like knowledge of your survival and rescue to be kept a secret for right now. Go to your wife, then head over to the palace tomorrow. Try not to let yourself be seen by anyone.”

      “All right,” Qawuin said after thinking for a moment. “We will do things your way.”

      “Thank you.”

      And so Qawuin split ways with me and Siv, making his way home—hopefully in secret—while we traveled to King Menes’s palace.

      Because we wanted to move fast and unnoticed, we used the Flash Step to travel. Very few people had eyes fast enough to see us when we used it. To the average eye, it would appear as if they were looking at a mirage. Within less than five minutes, Siv and I had appeared in front of the palace, and the startled guards at the gate were so stunned they couldn’t even think to draw their khopesh.

      “We would like to see King Menes,” I said, using my sect commander voice. “Let him know that Eryk Veiger and Siv Veiger have successfully returned from their mission.”

      “Ah. Y-yes! Right away! You! Go inform the King!”

      “O-okay!”

      The guards overreacted a little, but I knew that was because of how overbearing I was acting. I was being so commanding they couldn’t even think to disobey me. They were simply acting on the instinct that most, if not all, humans had to obey a higher authority.

      I didn’t want to deal with any bureaucratic nonsense right now.

      As I waited for the guard to return, I stared at the sky with Siv and began trying to identify the unique shapes some of the clouds had taken.

      “Don’t you think that one looks like a snake?”

      “That’s a dog.”

      “Where did you get a dog? I’m pretty sure that’s a snake… no, maybe it’s a dragon.”

      “Maybe.”

      There were quite a few clouds in the sky, though most of them were formless. They just looked like white blobs floating on a gentle zephyr. I knew better. My elements were lightning and water, which meant I was uniquely suited to understanding clouds better than anyone else. If I wanted to, I could absorb all the Spiritual Power from those clouds and use them to enhance my own Spiritual Power, or manipulate the clouds and turn them into thunder clouds. I think the only thing stopping me was I didn’t want to ruin the delicate ecosystem.

      The guard returned five minutes later, huffing and puffing, his face red.

      “K-King Menes… has granted you an audience. Please… follow me.”

      “Thank you. Lead the way.”

      I gestured for the man, who turned around and began walking back the way he had come, though at a much slower pace. Siv gripped my arm as we walked. There were a few people who passed us when we traveled through the hall. I noticed a garden to my left, which had several women lounging around. All of them were beautiful and scantily clad in outfits similar to what Lin wore. They must have been the emperor’s harem.

      We eventually reached the throne room. I noticed that whenever we had a meeting with King Menes, it was in this room. That made me wonder if he spent all his time here. Did he ever leave, or did he return to this room whenever he was going to meet with someone? It seemed like such a hassle.

      “You’ve returned,” King Menes exclaimed, brow furrowing. “Where is Qawuin? Is he not with you?”

      “I told him to visit his wife.” I knelt on the floor. Siv followed my lead. “I don’t want it getting out that I was the one who rescued him yet.”

      King Menes was a wise man, indeed, for he knew what I was plotting instantly. “You wish for Isotep to assume you are dead.”

      “Yes.”

      “You are in luck,” King Menes exclaimed. “As it just so happens, while you and Siv were gone, I did as you requested and had several of my most loyal retainers check on Isotep and report their findings to me. They were able to sneak into the auction house as servants and claim they saw a Lamia wandering through the corridor.”

      “What did this Lamia look like?” I asked.

      “He was old and had a lot of wrinkles. His hair was shock white. They also claim he was quite lecherous. One of my wife’s handmaids was tasked with infiltrating Isotep’s auction house and claims he made her massage his back and tail, then had his way with her.”

      I didn’t like the idea of the king letting his wife’s handmaiden get used like that, but I didn’t say anything. Clenching my hands to help shunt aside my emotions, I thought about the information instead.

      “That’s definitely Muhammad,” I said. “There are no Lamia who have reached his age. He is the oldest among all the Lamia.”

      “Which means he is harboring an enemy of mankind.” King Menes wore a grave expression. “While humans and Lamia are not at war, our two races are openly hostile. We have fought and killed for centuries. While it is not wrong to own Lamia slaves, and you can even marry one as is the case with Qawuin, befriending a Lamia in the manner he has is treasonous.”

      “Wouldn’t that make me just as bad?” I asked. “My wife is Queen Medusa’s daughter.”

      King Menes shook his head. “You are a foreigner, so the laws that apply to Isotep do not apply to you.”

      It was sophistry, but I also understood he was making this distinction because of my power and because he owed me a favor. Had I been anyone else, I’m sure he’d have ordered my execution.

      “Since we have proof that Isotep has committed treason, we shall have his assets seized and he will be arrested along with his family,” King Menes continued. “He will probably escape the death penalty, but I can assure you that he will never see the light of day again.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I admitted. “However, if possible, I would like to be the one who deals with him.”

      King Menes frowned. “Why do you want to deal with him?”

      “Because I still need to rescue the Lamia he has kidnapped. Muhammad is also with him. He might be an old snake, but he is cunning and powerful. Queen Medusa told me that he is even stronger than her. That means the only people capable of taking him out aside from you are the generals you once mentioned.”

      “It would be troublesome to ask one of my generals to deal with this problem,” King Menes mumbled, eyeing me as he stroked his jaw. “I suppose… it would be possible to give you a temporary rank and the authority to carry out this task. Just remember, your rank will only be temporary.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. We can discuss the details later.” He leaned back on his throne. “Now that our conversation is finished, I believe I should let you know that your other wives arrived in Muqadas the other day. They should be staying at the Kazanufa Lodgings.”

      I was startled when I heard my wives had already arrived in Muqadas. It should have taken them a few more days to get here. They must have pushed themselves faster than ever to come so soon.

      Those words were all I needed to leave the king and head back with Siv to the noble suite at Kazanufa Lodgings.

      We appeared before the door within the blink of an eye. It had only taken a few minutes of using the Flash Step to travel all this way. I steadied my breathing as I opened the door—

      “Darling!”

      —and received Lin’s tackle.

      I remember a time when I used to be stronger than Lin thanks to having reached a higher state of Spiritualism, but those days were long gone. Lin’s tackle sent me sprawling. I was knocked to the ground, where I gasped for breath as the Lamia lay on top of me, nuzzling her face into my chest.

      “Darling, this princess has missed you.”

      “Hurk… I missed… you too…”

      While I was struggling to regain my breath, Fay and Kari appeared above me, looking down at me with amused smiles. I wanted to turn my head. Something about the glint in their eyes made me feel like I was going to be teased mercilessly if I didn’t do something.
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“You seem to be doing well,” Kari said with a smile.

      “If you call this… doing well… then, yes, I guess I am…”

      “Do you need a hand?” asked Fay.

      “That… would be good…”

      With Fay’s help, I was able to get Lin off me and stand back up. I had regained my breathing enough to speak normally. That was good. Very good. I’d forgotten about the power of Lin’s tackle hugs, which were enhanced by her tail. In a manner very much like a snake, she could uncoil that tail of hers to pounce on people faster than a regular person could even track with their eyes.

      Once Kari, Fay, and Lin greeted me, we adjourned to the noble suit again and sat down on the couches. Raul was wide awake and sitting on the couch, though I immediately noticed something different about him.

      “H-he’s crawling!” I exclaimed.

      Indeed, the young child was crawling across the couch. I watched him climb on Fay’s lap, where he then proceeded to hide his face in her breasts, then look back up again. Every time he did this, Fay would pretend she couldn’t see him, which elicited much giggling from the boy.

      “Where’s Raul? I don’t see him. Where did Raul go? Oh! There you are!”

      “Ma! Ma!”

      The scene was such a heartwarming one that I felt like I was melting. How long had it been since I’d played peekaboo like this with Kayli? Now my Second Wife had a son and was playing with him just like that, and I felt so overcome with emotions that I believed I might start crying if I didn’t move this along.

      “There’s a lot that Siv and I need to tell you,” I began. “Let me start from the beginning…”

      I started with the first time Siv and I entered Muqadas, how we went to see the slave auction house, how we met with Qawuin, the attack from several assassins, and the Demon Beast attacks followed by the Iron Talon’s trap for me. I made sure to explain everything I could in as much detail as possible.

      Because my explanation took so long, we ended up requesting food from our maid—it was someone other than Zahra, our last maid. She had the chefs prepare several different dishes for us. Most of them were heavy on the meat, but they also had a few vegetables.

      I think my favorite dish among those cooked for us was the honey-basted gazelle, which came with flat bread and beer. Beer in the Endless Desert was very different from what we drank in Nevaria, but it complemented the gazelle. The honey glaze had a sweet flavor that didn’t overpower the original taste of the gazelle. The complementary flavors combined with the scent of honey was enough to make my mouth water.

      The bread was good too. According to what the maid told us, the bread was made from a grain called emmer.

      I remembered living in the Endless Desert in my previous life. Kari and I lived on what would be called the fringe. We rarely traveled into the larger and more prosperous cities since there wasn’t as much need for mercenaries there. Our primary job had been protecting caravans from bandits and Lamia, which meant we spent most of our time traveling. Since food spoiled quickly, we couldn’t eat anything like this and had to subsist on dried meats like jerky and bread beer, which was bread crumbled into vats and naturally fermented in water. It tasted awful. However, it was healthy and provided a lot of nourishment.

      I finished telling Kari, Fay, and Lin about what we had been doing just as the maid came in with some dessert caffa.

      “This caffa is made from beans grown by our inn’s matron,” the woman said as she set a cup down for each of us. The scent coming from it was light instead of bold. “Please, enjoy.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I picked up a cup and raised it to my nose. It had a spicy sweetness that I didn’t notice at first, though it seemed to grow stronger the more I smelled it. I took a sip. The taste of cinnamon, sugar, and something else touched my tongue.

      The maid bowed and left as we enjoyed our caffa. When she closed the door behind her, Kari addressed me.

      “It sounds like you and Siv have been through a lot. I’m glad you got the king’s permission to deal with the Malik Family. Now we just need to wait for the caravan with the Lamia slaves to arrive.”

      “Yes,” I said with a smile. “Once the slaves arrive, we’ll head to the Malik Family’s villa and take care of them.”
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        * * *

      

      The slave caravan arrived five days after Kari, Fay, and Lin did. We had been keeping an eye out for any caravans that had no identifying marks. There had been several such caravans, but it was always easy to tell which belonged to normal people and which belonged to nobles. They might have been able to modify their carriages; however, people who worked for nobles couldn’t change the way they acted. The arrogance they displayed was obvious even when they were trying to be inconspicuous.

      Caravans almost always had crests to identify who they belonged to. Crests were important because they helped boost the reputation of noble families. If a city was in dire need of assistance and a caravan bearing your crest arrived and saved them, word would spread and your reputation would increase. They also helped soldiers identify who each caravan belonged to—and some were given special waivers on fees and taxes as a means of accruing favors.

      Isotep’s slave caravan came in and made it through the checkpoint without incident. That was only natural since slavery was not illegal, so even an inspection yielded nothing unusual. However, as per the instructions of King Menes, when the caravan containing several dozen Lamia slaves arrived, someone came to notify our group.

      The Malik Family villa was a lot like a palace; it was a massive complex made of large stone blocks, featuring numerous gigantic columns that were at least four times thicker than myself, and was decorated with many intricate drawings depicting the Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain. Flowers, trees, and numerous kinds of plants like moss and vines grew in the gardens surrounding the villa.

      I was alone today as I stepped in front of the gate. Kari and Lin were traveling to the slave auction house to deal with Muhammad. My job was defeating Isotep Malik, imprisoning his family for treason, and rescuing the slaves from the basement. I remember this place had a basement. In my past life, Queen Medusa had been betrayed and imprisoned down there. Now that I understood more about her life, I also recognized that her betrayer was probably none other than Muhammad.

      “Halt!” Two guards at the front gate crossed their pikes to stop me from entering. “I do not know who you are, but no one is allowed on the Malik Family’s proper—”

      That was as far as I would let him get. I grabbed the pike he held out to block me, lifted the man off his feet with it, and swung him into the other man. The two guards went down. As they lay there in a pile of limbs, I kicked them hard enough in the face to knock them both unconscious.

      The last time I came here, I killed every person who crossed my path. This time, I planned on not killing anyone who didn’t need to die unless presented with no other option.

      “Intruder! We have an intruder!”

      My actions caused the other guards patrolling the perimeter to take notice, but it didn’t really matter whether they saw me or not.

      I knelt and pressed a hand against the ground, sending lightning over the limestone courtyard. Blue arcs skittered across the hard surface. Several men screamed as they were struck by the bolts, though most didn’t even have time to do that much. My lightning damaged their nervous system, locked up their muscles, and caused them to pitch face-first to the ground. Not only could they not move, but they couldn’t speak either.

      My attacks were not loud by any means. The people inside the gate did not seem to have noticed anything unusual.

      Well, that was about to change.

      Now that the guards had been taken care of, I went back up to the gate and slammed my fist into it with enough force that the sturdy steel frame became twisted and warped. The gate was knocked clean off its hinges as well. It flew through the air and struck the ground with a grating clang of steel on limestone.

      “What is going on out here?!”

      “An intruder?!”

      “Someone is attacking the Malik Family! To arms, men!”

      A large number of guards streamed out from the entrance to the main building and even more came running from other buildings. All of them began stamping their feet in a unique rhythm that caused their Spiritual Power to surge into the ground.

      I remembered this Spiritual Technique from my last life. It was the one that caused the earth to rise up and encase my body. Lin could do something very similar with her earth element, though she didn’t need all those complicated dance steps, and her powers were far more impressive.

      Lightning exploded from my body and destroyed the earth before it could even encase me. The Spiritualists who had been preparing their next attack froze when I stepped forward, fear causing them to take a step back. One among these people, however, did not retreat.

      “You! Identify yourself! Who are you and why are you attacking?! Are you from the Samawai Family or the Shuruq Family?! If you do not answer right now, do not blame me for being ruthless toward you!”

      This man’s uniform was different from the others. While the others wore simple linen, this man had leather armor covering his legs, forearms, and chest. The armor was plated with gold as well. It was ostentatious, but I wondered how functional it was.

      “I am from neither family,” I proclaimed as I summoned a papyrus scroll from my storage ring, unfurled it, and showed it to everyone present. “I have come on behalf of King Menes. Isotep Malik is accused of treason. He and his entire family are to be arrested for aiding and hiding away a Lamia by the name of Muhammad. Anyone who decides to fight against me will also be arrested as an accomplice.”

      My words set off a chain reaction as everyone present started muttering under their breath.

      “Is Lord Isotep really keeping a Lamia here?!”

      “I haven’t heard anything about this!”

      “It’s a lie, right?! It has to be a lie!”

      “But… that is the king’s crest…”

      The scroll I was holding was a decree written and signed by King Menes himself. He had given it to me when I asked him to let me handle Isotep.

      I looked at the guard wearing the armor, who remained calm while everyone else was thrown into a panic. He alone did not react to my words. That meant he was aware that his master was harboring a Lamia who wasn’t a slave.

      “Well?” I asked. “Are you going to stand aside?”

      “I cannot.” The man in charge shook his head. “I swore an oath long ago to protect the Malik Family. I promised I would always protect my master and his family. If you wish to take Lord Isotep and his family, you will have to go through me.”

      Something about this situation was giving me a sense of déjà vu, though I couldn’t quite figure out what. In either event, since this man was being so stubborn, I decided not to give him the time of day. He could lament his misfortune when he was rotting away in prison.

      Before the man even had time to defend himself, I was in front of him. His eyes widened. He tried to step back, but it was already too late by that point. I slammed my fist into his solar plexus. I had actually held back a lot, but I guess I’d forgotten what it truly meant to keep my strength in check.

      The sound of my fist breaking this man’s ribs reverberated through the courtyard as the guard was lifted off his feet. He flew through the air, struck the ground hard, and rolled several meters. I shifted a little as he came to a stop. Was he dead? I hoped not. I didn’t want to kill him.

      Trying not to let on how my intention hadn’t been to pulverize that man, I gave the other people an even stare, which caused more than half of them to step back. Faces paled. Bodies shook. One of them had even pissed himself. I was glad I was far enough away that I couldn’t smell it.

      “Anyone who wants to leave right now will be allowed to do so without consequences,” I said into the silence. “Leave now and do not come back here. If you refuse to leave, then I will deal with you the same way I dealt with that man.”

      The many guards looked at each other, then at me, and then at the man lying unconscious or dead on the ground. Several seconds passed like this. Then, almost like they had some kind of hive mind, the many guards rushed out of the courtyard and disappeared from the villa.

      Now that I had dealt with the guards, I entered the palace. The entrance hall, which was unnecessarily large, seemed empty, but I soon found out that not everyone had vacated the premises, like what happened in my last life. There were still servants and guards roaming the halls this time. While the servants panicked and tried to flee, the guards attacked.

      I guess they hadn’t seen what happened outside.

      “Halt, intruder!”

      A man, his powerful barrel of a chest exposed for all to see, rushed forward and tried to slice into me with his khopesh. I raised my forearm. The triumphant expression on his face shifted into shock, then horror, when his khopesh shattered against my arm.

      “Sorry, but regular weapons have no effect on me.”

      Before the man could respond to my words, I slammed a fist into his face. This time, I held back a bit better. His face didn’t cave in. He just crumpled to the floor and didn’t get back up.

      I continued moving.

      Since there were still a lot of guards inside, I ended up fighting my way through the villa as I traveled to the basement entrance, which was located much deeper inside.

      Fighting these guards was tedious. Since I didn’t want to kill them, I went with simple hand-to-hand combat… sort of. Defeating the many guards didn’t require any finesse on my part. Their weapons broke against my skin. My fists shattered their bones. A single punch was enough to put a guard down. Most of them had only reached the First State of Spiritualism.

      During my journey to the basement entrance, I stumbled upon a lovely garden where several women were lounging. All of the women were practically naked. When I noticed the bed in the center of the room, I realized this wasn’t a garden but the room where members of Isotep’s harem were located.

      “Oh, my. You are quite the unusual man, aren’t you?”

      The one who came up and spoke to me was a stunning dark-skinned woman with enchanting blue eyes and black tresses of silken hair. Her gown was see-through. She wore nothing to cover her breasts or crotch, so her nipples and smooth pussy lips were visible.

      “Are you Isotep’s wife?” I asked.

      “Some people call me that.” The woman wore an unpleasant smile. “Like the rest of the women you see before you, I was forced into an arranged marriage when Isotep blackmailed my family.”

      “So none of you are here willingly?” I asked.

      “That’s right.” The woman eyed me up and down, a sensual smile causing her lips to form a delightful shape. She sidled up to me and placed a single hand on my arm. “You know, I haven’t been with a man in years. Isotep grew bored of me a long time ago—not that he was any good at pleasing women. Would you like to take me? I’m sure I can pleasure you in ways you never imagined.”

      “Sorry, but I have four wives, and they are more than enough for me,” I said politely but firmly. “In either event, King Menes has ordered me to come here and arrest Isotep and anyone involved with him. Since it sounds like you ladies aren’t here because you want to be, feel free to grab whatever riches he has and leave.”

      The many women blinked at me like they couldn’t believe what I was saying. Even the one who had just attempted to seduce me stepped back in shock.

      “You are going to let us leave? Just like that?” the woman asked.

      “Yes. Is something wrong with that?” I tilted my head.

      “It is very odd that you are just letting us leave without asking for compensation of any kind, but I’ll not question it.” The woman turned to the other women and clapped her hands. “Girls, gather whatever you want to take with you. We’re leaving.”

      The women, who ranged in age from their early teens to their late twenties, all gathered up whatever they could hold. Most of what they grabbed were items made of gold—vases, bracelets, necklaces, and the like. A few grabbed silk sheets. I imagined those would sell for quite a lot.

      It wasn’t long before the women were clearing out. Each of them sent me a grateful smile on their way out of the room. The only one who stayed behind was Isotep’s wife… or was that former wife now?

      “Thank you for saving us.” She bowed. “May I know your name?”

      I hadn’t come here to save her or the others, but I guess there was no need to tell her that.

      “It’s Eryk Veiger.”

      “Eryk Veiger.” She tested the name several times before nodding. “I shall remember your name, Eryk Veiger. May the Seventh Overlord watch over you.”

      The Seventh Overlord, huh? I guess that’s who these people worship.

      The woman left, running to catch up with the others. I turned around and began making my way toward the basement entrance again, fighting the few remaining guards all the while. I also ran into Ammon, who I knocked unconscious with a single punch to the face.

      I finally reached the large entrance to the basement, a simple archway that led to a staircase going down. It took several minutes to reach the bottom. When I did, the area opened into a massive room where several dozen cages were located. Each cage was filled with people, men and women. There were more men than women. Laborers were a necessary part of any noble’s family, but all the women who were locked in cages were nubile and obviously well cared for to attract customers.

      Standing among the cages was a man and several guards. It was Isotep, the fat slob who had worked with the Red Scorpions to kidnap several Lamia and have them shipped here. The moment I appeared before him, the man’s face turned red.

      “You… you must be that Eryk Veiger who caused me so much trouble, aren’t you?! How are you still alive?!”

      “Were you expecting the Iron Talons to kill me?” I asked, smiling as I took a few steps forward. “Those mercenaries you hired to take me out were awfully disappointing—so weak. But I’m not here to talk about that. Those Lamia you hired the Red Scorpions to kidnap, I will be taking them back now. Oh. King Menes also wants me to place you under arrest for treason.”

      “Ha! You think I’m going to let myself be taken by the likes of you!” While Isotep looked extremely pale and frightened, he still pointed a quivering finger at me. “Guards, kill this fool who thinks he can arrest me!”

      The four guards released their Spiritual Power, which became four blazing auras of pure red like flames. Then the auras suddenly disappeared as if they had been retracted. Now only a soft red glow remained on their skin.

      “Fire affinity Spiritualists who have reached the Second State of Spiritualism, huh? Do you really think weaklings like that will work on me?”

      The Spiritualists bristled at being called weaklings. Pushing off the ground, they raced forward, split up, and attacked me from four separate directions. It looked like they were trying to box me in.

      I sighed.

      Then I tapped my foot on the ground.

      While I had only reached the Second State of Spiritualism with this element, I was still able to use darkness without the need for dances. That was the benefit to being me. Shadows writhed along the ground, then wrapped around the four Spiritualists before they could reach me. Screams of surprise rang from the Spiritualists.

      “W-what the—my shadow?!”

      “It’s grabbing me! Why is my own shadow grabbing me?!”

      “L-let go! Let go, I said!”

      As the Spiritualists panicked, I pointed my finger at each of them and launched a compressed ball of wind, which struck them in the face, knocking them unconscious. Once they were down for the count, I released the shadows binding them. They dropped to the floor like a sack of bricks.

      “And now there is only one,” I said as I walked toward Isotep.

      “N-now just hold on.” The man walked backwards and raised his hands as though hoping to placate me. “I’m sure we can talk this out. What do you want? Name your price. Everyone has a price. Do you want me to release the Lamia I took? Consider it done. Would you like your own slaves? I have several nubile young women I’m sure you’d appreciate.”

      “Sorry,” I said as the man blabbered. “But you have nothing I want.”

      I tapped on the ground again, the shadows rose up, and Isotep was quickly wrapped in what appeared to be black bands. He fell to the ground with a thud. Despite cracking his head against the stone floor, he was still awake and squirming, so I kicked him in the temple to knock him out.

      The first thing I did after that was free the slaves in this room. Most of them ran out of their cages the moment they were free, but a few did not. Well, I wouldn’t force them to leave if they didn’t want to. I continued traveling after opening all the cages and eventually found myself in the room where the Lamia had been stored. All of them were huddled together and shivering in fear. The cages were much larger than a normal one, and there were more of them.

      “Everyone!” I called out. “Queen Medusa has sent me to free you.”

      That got their attention. One of them, an older Lamia woman from the looks of it, came up to the front of a cage, grabbed the bars, and peered at me with narrowed eyes.

      “Did Queen Medusa really send you?”

      “Isn’t that what I just said?”

      “But you’re a human!”

      “Ah! I know who you are! You’re Eryk Veiger, right?! Princess Lin’s husband! I saw you when you first entered the village!”

      Another Lamia recognized me, though I did not recognize her.

      “That’s right. I am Lin’s husband. Anyway, I’d like you to hold on for a moment while I destroy these cages. Step back so I don’t hurt any of you.”

      The Lamia stepped back as I walked up to the first cage and sliced through it with my water element. With the bars cut, the Lamia were able to slither through the cage. I did the same thing to all the cages. There were about ten in total.

      “Because we are currently located in Muqadas, it will be hard to sneak everyone out like this,” I said in a loud voice. “We’re going to get several wagons and transport you all out of the city. Follow me out of the basement. You’ll be staying in this palace until we can get the wagons needed to move you all.”

      No one argued with me, not even the woman who first spoke up, and we made our way out of the basement.

      The Lamia seemed eternally grateful to no longer be stuck inside of that dark basement. We eventually made it to an area with no roof. The many Lamia smiled and stretched their naked bodies as they basked in the warm sun. I had them stay in the harem room, which had a lot of open space and sunroofs so they could lounge around.

      I was just getting ready to move out when a low rumble shook the city. Several of the Lamia shouted in surprise, but I paid no attention to what they said as I jumped to my feet and looked toward the source of this shaking—a giant snake that had broken through the slave auction house and was hissing as several dozen streams of sand converged around it.

      “It looks like Lin and Kari are dealing with Muhammad,” I said to myself.
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      While Eryk was dealing with Isotep, Kari traveled with Lin to the slave auction house. There were quite a few guards present. They wore chest plates made of leather and a pleated skirt to protect their hips, while their legs were bare and their feet were clad only in sandals. Most of them patrolled the perimeter, though she didn’t doubt there were also guards inside.

      “Come on, Lin.”

      “Yes, Big Sister.”

      With a scroll in hand, Kari walked confidently up to the main entrance, amidst the stares of many people. All of them looked at her and Lin like they were prime beef. She didn’t have to be a mind reader to know what they were thinking. While some just looked curious, most of them were leering like a hungry dog as she walked up to the entrance, where a pair of guards stood to block the way.

      “What do you want, woman?” one of them asked.

      “I’m here with a decree from King Menes.” Kari held up the scroll so the two men could see the king’s signature on it. “The king has reason to believe Lord Isotep has committed treason by allowing a Lamia to stay here. This decree states we are allowed to search the slave auction house.”

      The two guards looked at each other, nodded, and then retracted their pikes.

      “Apologies, ma’am,” one of them said.

      “You two may follow us. We will allow you to look around.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kari pretended not to see the pair’s cunning expressions as she walked into the slave auction house with Lin. The two guards followed behind her. They turned several corners, walked down a number of halls, and eventually ended up in an empty room.

      That was when the two guards attacked.

      “It’s the end of the line for you two!”

      “We’re gonna turn you bitches into slaves!”

      “Idiots,” Lin muttered as the two men jumped at them.

      Before they even knew what hit them, Lin smacked both of them with her tail. A loud cracking sound echoed through the room as the pair went flying. They slammed into a wall. These walls were made of stone, so they were quite sturdy, but even so, the pair hit it so hard the stone cracked on contact. The two guards crumpled to the floor in a heap.

      “Nice going, Lin,” Kari praised.

      “Tee-hee. Thanks, Big Sister.”

      Lin rubbed the back of her head as a pleased smile crossed her face. Her fangs were showing, causing her lower lip to indent a little. Kari thought it was adorable.

      “Come on. Let’s continue searching for Muhammad.”

      “Yes. This princess is sure that man is here somewhere.”

      They left the two guards in the empty room and began wandering the halls. There were more servants inside the slave auction house than there were guards, and it looked like many of those servants were slaves themselves. A lot of them wore collars to mark them as Isotep’s property. Kari felt bad for them, so she used her light element to break every collar she saw. None of them moved when that happened. They merely stared at her like they had seen a ghost.

      “This is an awfully big place,” Lin muttered as they entered a large room that looked like a harem house. It was gaudy and ostentatious, with a bed so large it could fit a dozen people, a bath with water flowing in from an underground spring, and flower petals decorating the stone floors. No one was present right now, but Kari imagined this room would normally be filled with women.

      “As most palaces are,” Kari said with a nod. “It’s not as big as the Imperial Royal Palace… but it’s a lot more open.”

      It took a lot longer than she would have liked, but they eventually entered a room where they found an old Lamia lying on a divan, on his stomach, and moaning as a pair of women tended to him.

      “Muhammad! This princess has come to deliver justice!”

      At the sound of her shout, Muhammad leapt up, knocking the girls away as he spun around to face them. His eyes widened seconds before they narrowed. His tail rapidly thumped against the ground as if showing his agitation.

      “Princess Lin, I did not expect to see you here. How did you find me?”

      Lin scoffed. “Are you stupid? Of course, this princess was going to find you. We already knew you were working with Isotep thanks to Jafar. All we needed to do was follow the caravan of kidnapped Lamia.”

      “Damn it. I knew that man was useless!” Muhammad cursed.

      “It’s time to give up,” Kari said as she took a step forward. “There’s nowhere for you to run.”

      “Hmph.” Muhammad snorted as his body began to ripple. “I’m afraid the ones who have nowhere to run are you two! It was a mistake to chase after me! Now, it’s time for you to die!”

      Several massive purple snakes appeared before Kari and Lin, hissing as they lunged at the pair. Kari snorted as she created a ranseur made out of pure light and swung it down in an overhand slash. The snake was cut in half. At the same time, Lin created a whip made of darkness and sliced through the other snake like it was made of butter. The many dozens of pieces dissipated before they touched the ground.

      While his attack had been practically useless, they had bought Muhammad some time. During the single moment it took them to deal with the poisonous snakes, he had released his Spiritual Power, which exploded from his body. He didn’t stop there, however. He took the Spiritual Power into himself, activating the Second State of Spiritualism, and then, shockingly, his body began to grow.

      “What the hell?!” Lin shouted.

      Bigger and bigger Muhammad grew, until his body could no longer be contained by this room and broke through the roof. Kari used the Flash Step to travel outside. Lin sank into the ground, traveled through it, and then reappeared next to her. Both of them looked at what now stood before them.
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“It’s a snake,” Kari murmured.

      “A giant snake,” Lin agreed.

      Looming over them by at least a dozen meters was a massive snake with black and yellow scales. It had a gaping mouth with dozens of sharp fangs. The hood around its neck was flared out and made it seem even more threatening as it gazed down at them with hungry golden eyes.

      “I am going to enjoy devouring you two!!!” it said in a voice that was far deeper than when Muhammad had been in his normal form.

      “So this is what Lamia look like when they transform,” Lin murmured. “Can this princess do that too?”

      “Maybe. I remember your mother can transform into a snake. Eryk and I fought her on many occasions in our past lives. Anyway, do you think you can keep the giant snake from moving?” asked Kari.

      “Leave it to this princess!”

      As the giant snake lunged at them, Lin slithered forward and placed her hands on the ground. Shadows and sand rose from the ground, traveling forward. The shadows coiled around the snake’s lower body while the sand formed a net that wrapped tightly around its mouth like a muzzle, keeping it from moving forward or opening its mouth too much.

      “W-what the—what is this net?! Don’t tell me you have reached the Third State of Spiritualism as well!”

      “This princess is not at the Third State of Spiritualism,” Lin said. “She is at the Fourth State of Spiritualism!”

      “The Fourth State?! Impossible! There is no such thing!”

      Muhammad struggled to break free of the sand net and shadows binding him, but the more he struggled, the tighter his bonds became. The dark strands of shadow coiled around his body and squeezed so tight his bones seemed to creak.

      While Lin was restraining Muhammad, Kari created a ranseur made of light. She raised it above her head, then charged more Spiritual Power into it, causing the weapon to grow brighter with every passing second. And yet it didn’t increase in size. Kari enforced her will over the weapon and condensed all the light she was pouring into it, keeping the object small. This created a super condensed ranseur that retained its original size but was packed with power.

      “Take this!”

      Kari took a step forward and threw the spear, which flew straight and true, punching a hole right through Muhammad’s mouth, blasting through the roof and coming out the other side of his head. The spear continued traveling. It eventually punched through some clouds floating above them, causing the clouds to disperse. Then it disappeared.

      Muhammad was obviously dead. The massive carcass tottered for a brief moment before falling forward. It slammed into the slave auction house, crushing most of the building beneath it. Walls crumbled, the roof was destroyed, and several people could be seen fleeing the destruction.

      Lin and Kari stood there, looking at the now dead snake as it lay on the remains of the slave auction house.

      “Is it just this princess or was that fight way too easy?” asked Lin.

      “It’s not just you.” Kari shook her head. “That battle was very anticlimactic.”

      The two became silent and reflected on the fact that they’d just defeated a several dozen meter long snake with what amounted to a single attack. However, they couldn’t afford to reflect forever, and so the two eventually left and went to hook up with Eryk once more.
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            PARTY AND DEPARTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Look at that! Raul’s crawling! Look at how good you are at moving! Come here, Raul! Let Daddy hold you!”

      The wagon moved along the sand dunes, but I hardly noticed as I sat on the floor with my legs crossed and held my hands out to Raul as he crawled toward me. I was so proud of my son. He would be coming up on three months now, which wasn’t very old, and he was already learning how to move.

      Kayli had been the same way.

      Didn’t that mean all my kids were destined to be amazing?

      Raul had a happy smile on his face as he crawled toward me, giggling and gurgling, placing one hand in front of the other. He stopped after reaching the halfway point, however. That made me a little worried.

      “What’s wrong, Raul? Come on. Come over to Daddy.”

      Raul looked at me, then turned his head and looked at Fay, currently sitting on the couch to his right. He looked at me again.

      Then he turned and began crawling toward Fay.

      “W-what are you doing, Raul?! Are you not going to crawl to your dad?!”

      Raul didn’t listen to me. It was like he couldn’t even hear my words. He crawled to the couch until he was right at Fay’s feet, then lifted his hands toward the redhead, who smiled as she leaned over and picked him up.

      “Did you want to see your mommy again?” asked Fay with a doting smile. “You love your mommy, don’t you?”

      “Ma! Ma!”

      Raul was giggling and calling Fay “Ma,” and I was truly happy my wife was so loved by our son. But! At the same time! Yes, at the same time, wasn’t it a little unfair that he only seemed to care about his mother? What about me? What about his dad?!

      “Ugh… this world is cruel…”

      “There. There.”

      I felt someone patting me on the head and looked up to find Siv standing above me. She wore one of those placating expressions I sometimes saw people use on distraught Spiritualists who failed their quests. Her hand was soft, so I guess I didn’t mind being petted. At the same time…

      “That really doesn’t help.”

      “It doesn’t?” Siv tilted her head. She seemed to be pondering something. “Then… do you want to have sex?”

      “Not when Raul is awake,” Fay said as she slid the left sleeve of her shirt down, baring her chest and allowing Raul to latch on. The boy drank quite a bit. I bet that was why he loved Fay so much. If only I had boobs…

      “I’m sure Raul would love me more if I could produce breast milk…”

      Fay gave me an amused smile. “Are you really trying to compete with me for Raul’s affection?”

      “Of course not. I would never do that.”

      While I told her I wasn’t trying to compete with her, I still felt my cheeks swell like balloons filled with hot air. Fay and Siv must have noticed my pout because they giggled at me. I felt like pouting even more. I certainly wasn’t going to compete for Raul’s affection with Fay. I just thought it was unfair that he loved her more. That was it.

      “Hey, you three!” Kari leaned down and called out through the open window near the driver’s seat. “We’re coming up on the Lamia city.”

      Since it looked like we’d be reaching the city soon, I placed my boots on and went outside, stepping into the blazing desert air. The difference between the inside of the wagon with its regulated temperature and the outside was astonishing. I quickly channeled the water element through my body to keep cool.

      Before anything else, I checked to make sure the Lamia caravan was in good shape. There were about thirty Lamia with us, not including Lin, and none of them seemed to be having problems. Of course, they only had issues during the night when it was cold. Their self-appointed leader, an older woman called Shakira, was at the head of this procession. She saw me and raised her hand in greeting. I waved back.

      Lin was with Kari. She couldn’t sit in the driver’s seat, so she slithered along the ground and spoke with her “Big Sister” in a loud voice.

      “This princess is telling you, Big Sister, people are weak. She doesn’t understand it, but even Muhammad was pathetic. Why is everyone so weak these days?”

      “Don’t you think it has less to do with them being weak and more to do with you being strong?”

      “Maybe…”

      “Sounds like you two are having an interesting conversation.”

      “Darling!” Lin hugged my arm to her chest and smiled at me. “Listen to this, Darling! This princess and Big Sister defeated Muhammad with a single technique! All we had to do was hold him down. Then Big Sister launched this golden spear at him. It went right through his head and killed him instantly. Isn’t that pathetic? He turned into a giant snake, so you’d think he would be powerful, but we killed him with one attack!”

      Lin had already told me the story of how she and Kari had killed Muhammad. I also saw the spear as it blasted its way through his mouth and out the back of his skull. By this point, I was fairly certain Lin was just looking for praise.

      “Muhammad died so quickly because you two have become so strong.” I reached out with my free hand and rubbed her head. Lin hissed pleasantly as she leaned into my hand. “In either event, Muhammad had reached the Third State of Spiritualism for the poison element, from what I hear, but he hadn’t mastered that ability in all the time he was alive. He only reached it because he lived for so long.”

      “This princess trained hard to use her elements to the best of her abilities,” Lin added.

      “Exactly. Aside from having worked hard to refine the powers you have, you also reached a higher state of Spiritualism with darkness, earth, and poison. It’s only natural you’d be much stronger than him. I doubt there is a Lamia alive with your strength.”

      “Heh heh. This princess is happy you believe so.”

      We soon came upon the Lamia city. There were a pair of guards present, but they began shouting and one of them hurried back into the city when they spotted our caravan. They were probably going to alert Queen Medusa.

      “We’ve been waiting for your return,” the Lamia who remained behind said. I realized it was Aliya. “It looks like you successfully rescued the kidnapped Lamia.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “This princess and Big Sister also killed Muhammad,” Lin said. She puffed out her chest with pride.

      Aliya’s indulgent smile reminded me a bit of Kari’s smiles. It was that sisterly look. That kind of made me wonder if Kari would find herself competing for the title of “Big Sister” at some point.

      “I would expect nothing less. You did a great job, Princess Lin.” Aliya looked at me. “You too. Thank you for rescuing our people.”

      I shrugged. “You’re welcome.”

      Our group was let into the city. Aliya joined us as we traveled.

      It was relatively early in the morning, despite the heat, and there were a large number of Lamia lounging around. They were just lying on the ground. Lin often did this as well. She said that by lying on a hot surface and basking in the sun, she could warm up her body much quicker than if she remained indoors. Sometimes during our expeditions into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, I would catch her doing this when Kari was dragging Fay through various ruins.

      This, I discovered, was also the reason Lamia did not wear clothes. It was simply easier to warm up when you weren’t wearing anything. Since that was the case, their culture had been built around the idea that clothes were useless and discarded them many centuries ago.

      A lot of the Lamia looked up as we passed by, but I didn’t pay them too much attention. We had soon reached the town square where the party had been held. Queen Medusa had already come down from her palace and was standing in front of the stone stage. Her eyes looked calm and collected, but her tail was thumping excitedly against the desert sand.

      Like mother, like daughter, I guess.

      “Queen Medusa, you will be pleased to know that we have successfully rescued your people and taken care of Muhammad,” I said.

      “This princess was the one who killed him,” Lin added.

      Kari rolled her eyes. “I believe I was the one who struck the finishing blow.”

      “But this princess helped!”

      Queen Medusa cracked a smile. “Muhammad is almost as powerful as this queen. You have grown very strong, Lin.”

      “Eheheheh.”

      While Lin rubbed her head like a bashful young girl— none of the arrogance she had displayed earlier present upon hearing her mother’s praise— Queen Medusa turned to me.

      “You have done us a great service. This queen will always remember what you have done for her and her people. While it is not enough to compensate you, this queen would like to host a feast in your honor.”

      I could have refused. I actually had half a mind to say thanks but no thanks, but I didn’t. Queen Medusa was Lin’s mom. Having myself, Kari, and Fay join in another celebration—one that hopefully wouldn’t be destroyed by a group of idiots attacking us out of the blue—could also be a good opportunity to help the Lamia become more inured to humans.

      That was why I did not object.

      Thus preparations for another party began.
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        * * *

      

      The party was going to take place two days after we rescued the Lamia. I did not have a hand in preparing the meals during that time. Queen Medusa said that since this was in my honor, it would be inconceivable to allow me or my wives to cook. Those two days before the party were mostly spent relaxing or exploring the palace.

      Just like Kari had suspected, this palace was indeed an ancient ruin from before the Catastrophe. The basements beneath the palace proper had already been cleaned out, but the many rooms located inside appeared to be bedrooms, storage rooms, training rooms, and a meeting room that made me think of a place where war councils were held. It might have had the aesthetic of a temple, but it was definitely something designed to combat the Sekbeists.

      At the moment, it was just Kari and me.

      “It’s been awhile since we’ve gone exploring on our own,” Kari said as she walked with her hands behind her back. We were traveling down a spiral staircase that led further into the basement levels of the palace.

      “We usually do things as a group,” I agreed.

      “Especially exploring ancient ruins like this.” As we reached the bottom, Kari turned to me and began walking backward. “I think the last time you and I explored ruins on our own was during our previous life.”

      “It was before the Sekbeist became a problem,” I said softly.

      “That’s right.” Despite the heaviness I felt, Kari’s cheerful smile made me feel better. Her bright grin was sunny and full of joy as she continued talking. “Back then, you and I had nothing to worry about except exploring our next set of ancient ruins. Life was very easy back then, huh?”

      “It was.”

      “Would you trade our life now for your old life?”

      We walked into a corridor as Kari asked me this question, which I didn’t even need to think about to answer.

      “No, I enjoy the life we have now and wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

      Kari’s smile became softer as she reached out and grabbed my hand. “Me neither.”

      Our previous life might have been simpler, but it was also filled with sorrow. Demon Beasts invaded our home, Kari lost her entire family in a single night, and we were forced to flee with nothing but the clothes on our backs. We might have eventually established ourselves in the Northern Plains, but it had come at a great cost.

      Our explorations of the palace took us down to what looked like the last floor. At the very least, we were unable to find any other stairs leading down. As we traveled down a corridor with round walls, our travel was abruptly halted by the appearance of a massive door.

      The door was made of mythril, the strongest substance that I knew of. Despite being thousands of years old, there wasn’t a single rust stain on it, as if someone had come down and polished this door every single day. Numerous runes covered the door. I couldn’t tell if they were functional or decorative, but it looked like they were telling a story.

      “This is about the Drakvar,” Kari said as she placed a hand on the door and traced some of the runes. “It looks like this is saying something about the Drakvar’s greatest treasure.” She turned to me, her eyes sparkling. “Hey, Eryk. Do you really think there’s treasure on the other side? What if there is? I really want to see it!”

      “Unfortunately,” a voice said before I could speak up, “this queen cannot let you past that door.”

      “Queen Medusa,” I said as I turned to watch the Lamia queen slither up to us.

      “You two seem to know a lot. Very few people know of the Drakvar. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised since you are married to one. Even this queen only knows a little thanks to the legends and stories passed down among her people.” Queen Medusa placed her hand on the door and stared at it with a soft frown. “According to the story this queen’s mother told her, there once existed a powerful Drakvar who fell from grace. They were stripped of their wings and legs and banished from their home. They wandered the land before eventually establishing a city. The people of that city are the Lamia you know of today. After many centuries, the fallen Drakvar sealed themselves away behind this very door, awaiting the day when they can be allowed back home.”

      “How do you know there is someone sealed behind this door?” asked the curious Kari.

      Queen Medusa smiled at her. “Because this queen has seen what lies beyond this door. In either event, this queen has come here because she wanted to speak with you, Eryk.”

      “Me? What did you want to speak with me for?”

      Gesturing for me, Queen Medusa began slithering off. “Come. This queen will explain what she wants to talk to you about.”

      “I’ll head back upstairs,” Kari said when I glanced at her. “I’d like to spend some time with Fay and Raul now.”

      “Okay.” I sighed. “See you later.”

      I quickly caught up with Queen Medusa, who remained silent for some time as we took several corridors that led away from the deepest sections of the basement. We eventually ended up in a hallway with hundreds of doors.

      “This place is what this queen wanted to show you.” Queen Medusa wandered down the hallway, and I followed her as she continued talking. “We call these rooms mating rooms. When a Lamia takes a mate, they travel down here and are given several herbs that help stimulate their ability to produce eggs. This queen is sure you have noticed, but Lin does not bleed once a month like human women do.”

      “Now that you mention it…”

      It was not something I’d thought about often, but it was true. Kari and Fay both had a period once every month, though they could regulate their bodies to stop it from happening thanks to the anti-pregnancy Spiritual Technique. Fay had regularly bled once a month and would often take time off from training when it happened until Kari taught her the anti-pregnancy technique as well. This was, of course, after she’d already been knocked up by me.

      “Lin will eventually succeed this queen,” Queen Medusa said. “In fact, now that Lin has surpassed this queen in power, she should have already been handed the throne and become queen herself. However, Lin will not do that. She plans on continuing to travel with you.”

      “Did you ask me to follow you and show you all this so I would impregnate Lin?” I asked.

      “Not right now.” Queen Medusa shook her head. “This is something you and Lin will have to do if you ever want to have children.” She paused, then gave me a frown. “This queen assumes you want children with Lin.”

      “It’s definitely something I have planned for the future,” I confessed.

      “Good. Then there is no need to worry.” Queen Medusa seemed satisfied with my response. Smiling, she said, “Since it seems Lin has yet to inform you about this, this queen felt it was her duty to let you know.”

      “I understand. It probably slipped her mind. She tends to forget about things she deems unimportant.”

      “That sounds like Lin.”

      As Queen Medusa and I shared an odd smile as we thought about Lin and her forgetfulness, another thought occurred to me.

      “Do Lamia need to use those herbs to have children?” When Queen Medusa just frowned at me, I explained my question. “It is just that I know a Lamia woman named Neisha. She and her human husband Qawuin have one son and one daughter. The daughter is a Lamia, while the son seems to be completely human.”

      Queen Medusa tilted her head, surprised by the news that a human and Lamia had married, but she said nothing of that as she answered my question. “It is not impossible for a Lamia to have children without aid, but like I said, we do not ovulate like humans do. The chances of us getting pregnant through normal sex is nearly impossible. That woman you speak of must have been incredibly fortunate to have been blessed with two children.”

      I placed a hand against my chin and rubbed it. So Neisha and Qawuin’s kids were literally just the results of incredible luck? That was some pretty good fortune.

      While I was lost in thought, Queen Medusa turned around. “Now then, let us head back up. Lin is probably looking for you by now.”

      As we headed back toward the stairs, I thought about what I had learned of the Lamia race, which I hadn’t known before. It seemed Lin would have a much harder time getting pregnant than Kari or Fay. I wondered if Siv also had the same issues when it came to birthing children.

      Well, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about her getting pregnant while we were trying to save the world.
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        * * *

      

      As the one this party was being held in honor of, our group sat beside Queen Medusa. I was sitting in between Kari and Lin on a large cushion on the stone platform. Queen Medusa was on Lin’s other side. On Kari’s other side were Fay and Raul, then Siv. Also on the stone platform were the five remaining elders, but they were sitting at another long table.

      The party was already well underway. Eshe and her group of maids had made the food using the recipes I taught them, and while I thought the stew was a little overcooked, it was still quite delicious. They had added more spices than I would to give it a bolder flavor. That was the Endless Desert for you. Their food was as hot as the sands. Lin and Siv had already scarfed down nearly ten bowls of stew on their own and were working on their eleventh. In contrast, I had only eaten three.

      A lot of people had come up during the celebration to thank us for rescuing their people and slaying Muhammad. At the moment, however, we were being entertained by a group of Lamia dancers.

      Lamia had a great sense of rhythm. A pair of Lamia men banged on a set of large drums made of Demon Beast bone and hide. The Lamia women danced to the beat, their breasts swaying with every exaggerated motion of their hips. I couldn’t help but admire the way their torsos twisted and turned. They had a great range of motion. No human could swerve their hips the way a Lamia could.

      “Darling!” Lin suddenly stood up. “This princess wants to dance!”

      Lin grabbed me by the hand and dragged me to my feet, pulling me away before I could tell her not to. I think I could have resisted. I could have also told her no. Lin was very good about listening to me, but I felt she deserved to have fun. This was her hometown, the place she was born, and she had returned after years of being away. It would be good to let loose.

      That said, I soon found out that while I could dance traditionally thanks to all the practice I had done under Hilda’s tutelage, I was no match for the Lamia of the Endless Desert.

      The manner in which they danced had no rhyme or reason. They didn’t follow steps or patterns. It was as if something took possession of their bodies and made them move in random yet somehow hypnotic sways.

      I tried my best to keep up with Lin as she got in close and moved her body against me, but I really felt like I was just a pole she was dancing around. The scent of her hair as it fluttered past my nose tickled my desire. Sweat glistened from her skin as the bonfire next to us kept her cold-blooded body warm.

      I felt foolish trying to keep up with Lin and the other Lamia. It might have been my paranoia acting up, but I felt a little like everyone was laughing at me.

      Lin didn’t seem troubled like I was. After she had her fill of simply moving like the others, she wrapped her arms around my neck and held me close as she swayed along to the beat.

      Since Lin was enjoying herself so much, I decided to cast my worries away. For her, I would gladly make a fool of myself.
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        * * *

      

      We stayed in the Lamia city for one whole month. I learned a lot about the Lamia people during that time, and the Lamia seemed to become a lot more friendly toward myself and my wives. Raul was also a big hit with the women. He was gonna be a lady killer when he grew up. In either event, now that we had done such a great service for them, it wasn’t all that unusual for random Lamia to wave and greet us whenever we walked through the streets. I even knew a few of them by name.

      Raul had grown quite a bit during this month, and not just in size either. While he still couldn’t walk unaided, so long as one of us held his hands, he could move about on his own two feet. He just had a problem keeping his balance.

      I spoke with Queen Medusa on many subjects regarding the Endless Desert and the constant fighting between Lamia and humans. Through our talks, I learned that Jahin had tried to hide somewhere after Lin killed Muhammad. He was killed by Aliya and her squadron. I had actually forgotten that guy existed. He just didn’t have much of a presence. With the situation now settled, my hope was that she would somehow reconcile with the humans. She didn’t promise me anything, not even that she would try, but I kept pushing the subject whenever I found myself with her.

      Finally, the day that we planned to leave arrived.

      “I can’t believe you are leaving already,” Aliya sniffed, though she was unable to cry. “It feels like you only just returned.”

      “Come now, Aliya. It is unbefitting for the newest member of the elder council to sniffle like that,” Queen Medusa said, though she didn’t reprimand her anymore and instead chose to look at our group. Her eyes eventually landed on Lin. “This queen wishes you would stay here and become our new ruler.”

      “This princess might come back and do that at some point, but right now, she wants to travel with Darling, Big Sister, Fay, and Siv.” Lin crossed her arms. “There is still so much this princess doesn’t know about, so many things she wants to learn, see, and do. She’d like to see more and go on a lot of fun adventures with her family.”

      “Which is why this queen is not stopping you,” Queen Medusa said. “You may go out and travel as much as you want. Just remember to come back when you get weary of traveling. You still have a duty to fulfill.”

      Lin pouted at her mom. “This princess knows that already.”

      “If you know that, then why was this queen the one who had to inform Eryk about Lamia births?”

      “Th-that—this princess just forgot, okay?! She was going to tell him eventually!”

      A lot of people laughed at Lin, whose cheeks turned the same shade as a scarlet flame. She hissed at them. However, this only made them laugh more.

      Aliya and Queen Medusa were not the only ones who had come to see us off. A large crowd of Lamia stood behind the two women, a sea of heads and snake tails. It seemed as if the entire city had come to give us their goodbyes.

      “Take care of yourself, Lin!”

      “You look after our princess, you hear?!”

      “The princess and her husband are going off on another adventure! Don’t you think that’s romantic?”

      “Eryk, come back again some time!”

      “Don’t forget to bring your wives!”

      The Lamia people shouted their goodbyes at us, and we waved back at them before climbing into the wagon. Fay and Siv took the driver’s seat while Kari and Lin climbed into the wagon with me. Raul was on my shoulders. He’d squirmed around a bit and tried to latch onto his mom, but I wanted some time with my son. Besides, Fay was going to be busy driving the wagon anyway.

      It wasn’t long after we entered the wagon that Fay cracked the reins and got our Giga Monster moving. We kept the door open so Lin could continue waving at her mother and Aliya until they were nothing but specks in the distance. Only after she could no longer see them did Lin close the door.

      We made ourselves comfortable on the bed. Raul was sitting in my lap and staring at the two women forming a triangle with us. His attention shifted when I pulled out a deck of cards and shuffled them before asking Kari to lay the cards flat. As she did, I studied Lin, who stared intently at the cards with furrowed brows.

      “How do you feel about leaving your home for a second time?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Lin looked up at me and tilted her head. Her tail thumped against the bed once. “This princess isn’t leaving home at all.”

      “Uh… but…”

      “I think what Lin is trying to tell you is that her home is not the Lamia city. It’s wherever you are,” Kari said.

      “Big Sister is right. This princess belongs with you. Wherever you are, that is where this princess calls home,” Lin said.

      “I see.”

      As we began playing a round of Pairs, a smile appeared on my face. Now that I thought about it, my home had never really been Nevaria either. That home was destroyed in my past life and held no real meaning beyond what it meant for Kari. In which case, my home was right here with Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and Raul.

      That was just another reason I needed to travel to the Northern Plains. We had defeated one threat to my loved ones, the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria and the man named Ask, but there were two far graver threats that would destroy everything we had built if we didn’t deal with them.

      The Sekbeist Invasion and the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      However, I couldn’t do anything about them right now. We would not be able to fight the Sekbeists until after we arrived in the Northern Plains.

      For now, I would simply spend time with my family as we traveled through the Endless Desert.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 15! I hope you enjoyed immensely!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach a lot of 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 hot takes on anime, manga, and light novels, head over to my Twitter. I am fairly active on there. I also show off cover reveals, artwork, and RT some cool art I see online.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often here than I do Twitter, 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 Facebook groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Volume 16 marks the end of Act IV and thus Eryk’s journey in the Endless Desert is concluded. This volume was a stopover act meant to reveal more of Lin’s past, introduce characters who will play minor important roles in the future, and reintroduce characters from the previous timeline, but also to display how much Eryk and his wives have grown.

      They’re pretty OP now, yeah?

      Up to now, Eryk has always been strong but not the strongest. He’s struggled against several of his foes, though he also steamrolled a few as well. I’ve always tried to strike a balance when it comes to his strength.

      The current acts are gonna overturn this.

      Eryk and his wives are at the Fourth State of Spiritualism, which no one else in the current world has achieved, so of course they are much stronger than other cultivators. I wanted to display just how strong that is for everyone.

      Now that I’ve talked about the book a bit, I want to talk about myself. I feel overworked. You ever feel like your work just never ends? I’ve been working 10-12 hour days because of how much work I have on my plate now. Writing books, editing books, talking to artists, working with editors, trying to figure out social media, trying to figure out how to advertise, wondering how to convince people to review my books, posting my webnovel on various websites and platforms, creating a webcomic, etc. etc. etc. and so on. It’s really hard to get all my work done in a timely manner and I’m worried my writing might be suffering. I find myself forgetting things a lot lately, things about my stories, and that concerns me because it means some of my current stories have plot holes.

      Well, this is just me griping. Please pay it no mind.

      Before I head off, I want to give some last minute thanks.

      Thank you Mykel Ferguson for doing my art. I made a mistake when creating files for her and didn’t specify that Lin’s mom was supposed to be naked, so she had to go back and fix that while attending a con. I feel bad for keeping her up doing my work, but I am also very grateful to her. She does such amazing art, a true feast for the eyes, and it’s always a pleasure to work with her.

      I also need to thank Crystal Holdefer for editing this. She finds some of the plot holes I griped about earlier, which helps me tighten up my story, but she also fixes my mistakes. Some of my mistakes are pretty dumb and I feel ashamed they exist. That’s why I’m grateful to her. Can you imagine how embarrassing it would be if my books contained all the mistakes I make in my writing? My webnovel is already littered with them.

      The last people I need to thank are you readers. Seriously. You’re such wonderful people. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for your support. Thank you so much for reading my books, leaving a review, and sharing it with your friends. I do what I do to entertain you all, and I hope you’re entertained enough to drop another 5-star review on this book as well.

      The next volume is the start of Act V. Eryk and his wives will arrive in the Northern Plains, which, if you all remember, is where a few more familiar faces will show up. Please look forward to it.

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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