
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      

        
          [image: ]
        

      


    

  


  
    
      WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior

      Volume 3

    

    
      
        Brandon user919124

      

      
        Illustrated by Mykel Ferguson

        Edited by Crystal Holdefer

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Kitsune Incorporated]
          [image: Kitsune Incorporated]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      

        

      
        WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior, Volume 3

        Copyright © 2020 Brandon Varnell

        Illustration Copyright © 2020 Mykel Ferguson

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell and Kitsune Incorporated supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce creative works that enrich our culture.

      

        

      
        The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use the material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

        

      
        To see Brandon Varnell’s other works, or to ask for permission to use his works, visit him at www.varnell-brandon.com, facebook, twitter, Patreon, and instagram.

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-951904-07-4

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Want to find out when a new book is available? Join my mailing list to be kept constantly to date on when I publish a new book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      This page is made in dedication to my amazing patrons. Without them, my characters would never get lewded by so many wonderful artists:

      
        
        Aaron Harris

        Alarinnise

        C.L. Holgrahm

        Chace Corso

        Dominic Q Roddan

        Edward Lamar Stephenson

        Emery Moore

        Feitochan

        Forrest Hansen

        Jacob Flores

        Jacob Wonjo

        James Leon-Moore

        Kevin

        Kevin Aulinger

        Lane Watkins

        Lucid Fayt

        Matthew Wallace

        Max A Kramer

        Michael Moneymaker

        Peter Barton

        Rafael Eriksen

        Seismic Wolf

        Syed Hamdani

        ToraLinkley

        Travis Cox

        William Crew

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Princess Lin and Her Darling

          

        

      

    

    
      We stayed in the desert for two whole years. During that time, Kari and I traveled with Zane for a while before joining a mercenary company, where the both of us made a name for ourselves as powerful Spiritualists who could even contend with the likes of Queen Medusa. I doubt those people who sang those epics about us knew we often lost and were forced to retreat when fighting that woman. Queen Medusa had, according to Kari, reached the Third State of Spiritualism, which meant she was far stronger than either of us. I had only just reached the Second State of Spiritualism not long ago. Kari had reached it a few years ago.

      We left the Endless Desert after several years of mercenary work. Neither of us wanted to remain in that dune-infested land forever.

      It took six months to reach the other side of the Endless Desert, and the only reason we reached it that quickly was because the mercenary company we had joined was located near the desert’s edge. According to what I had learned from Zane, the Endless Desert was over 15.5 million square kilometers long. Of course, no one knew the true size of the desert. What he told me was a rough estimate based on thousands of year’s worth of people traveling across it.

      Kari and I were inside of a small cart that trundled along a dirt road that had been formed after centuries of use. The driver was a dark-skinned man from the desert. He had agreed to take us outside of the desert because he had some business in a city called Hendersby. It was the town nearest to the Endless Desert.

      “Hrk!”

      Kari clamped a hand over her mouth as her thighs quivered and her butt cheeks clenched. She was lying on her back, small droplets of sweat dancing along her skin. Her large breasts shook as she squirmed. I looked up from where I was licking the sweat off her firm belly, but all I could see was her jiggling tits with their light pink peaks. She was currently not wearing anything aside from a small string thong around her hips. Her mountainous breasts were on full displayed as they jiggled in a manner that enticed me to continue looking.

      “Haa! Haaaa! Hrnnnn!”

      I worked my tongue around her belly button before traveling back up, placing kisses and licks along her skin, enjoying the slightly salty taste. The moans Kari made as I worked over her body were music to my ears.

      Despite having lived in a desert for two years, Kari’s skin was still very fair. She and I had learned how to cover ourselves with a layer of Spiritual Power that protected us from the sun. Her milky white stomach and breasts remained as pristine now as they ever had, minus the few scars she had gained from our many battles against Queen Medusa. I was glad for that. Kari was perfect the way she was. I had no desire to see her change.

      “E-Eryk…” Kari gasped through her muffled mouth as I sucked one of her nipples into my mouth and swirled my tongue around it. Her nipple quickly stiffened into a fine point, which I gently nibbled on. “I-if you do that… the driver might hear us—aahn!”

      “Let him,” I muttered before biting down. “I don’t care.”

      Kari and I did not get to have much sex while we were in the desert. Even after joining the mercenary company, we only had a few chances to be alone. Perhaps that was why she and I began making out the moment we left the desert behind. Of course, we should have known that neither of us would stop at just that.

      I really did believe that Kari had perfect breasts; they were large, soft, and impeccably perky. They seemed to defy gravity, or maybe it was like they had their own centers of gravity. As I dug my fingers into her left tit, each digit sinking into the softness of her chest, I continued attacking her right one with my tongue. I flicked her nipple back and forth, swirled my tongue around it, and tugged it with my teeth. Kari’s body shook and heaved, her spine arcing as she released a muffled cry. More sweat broke out on her skin as her hips bucked upward, and then slammed back down.

      “Is everything okay in there?” the driver suddenly asked. “It sounds like you two got tossed around a bit.”

      “Ha… ha…”

      “We’re fine,” I said as Kari breathed heavily. I looked down at the woman to find her face flushed, her shoulders and chest heaving, and her eyes narrowed as though she was trapped in a sensual fog. Her chest was coated in a mixture of saliva and sweat.

      “You’re being bad,” Kari said, but despite the words spoken through her heavy breathing accusing me, there was a smile on her face.

      “I learned to be bad from you.” I shrugged.

      “Lie down please,” Kari instructed me. “It’s not fair if I’m the only one receiving pleasure.”

      I did as she asked after divesting my clothes, lying down on my back and using our clothing as a blanket to protect me from the hard surface of the cart. The last thing I wanted was to get splinters. That would be so not sexy.

      Kari moved over me, straddling me. As she leaned over, her butt came close to making contact with my face. Like the rest of her, Kari had an amazing ass. Each cheek was perfectly shaped. Her butt was firm and round, a perfect combination of soft flesh and hard muscles. Her pucker hole was also a nice pink color.

      I could feel Kari undoing the strings to my underwear and removing it. I was already harder than a rock. Her gentle hands touched my shaft, the coolness of her fingers contrasting with the heat of my loins and sending a chill up my spine. My dick twitched as she almost glided her hands along the shaft before reaching my head and playing with it.

      “It’s so hot and keeps twitching in my hand,” she muttered. “Is it weird that I think this is cute?”

      “I don’t know,” I groaned as her actions sent numerous pleasant thrills up and down my body. “I think your pussy is cute. Does that make me weird?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Then I don’t think so either.”

      Kari hummed at my response before leaning over further, causing her ass to raise higher. I gritted my teeth as she pressed her tongue flat against my dick and licked me from the base all the way to the head. She didn’t just stop there. The moment she reached my head, Kari engulfed it in her mouth. I tried hard not to moan as she flicked her tongue over the tip.

      Not wanting to be the only one among us who felt good, I grabbed the knot tying her underwear together and undid it. As I peeled the underwear off, I noticed that there was a wetness keeping it stuck to her crotch. Her juices were already leaking out of her pussy and trailing down her thighs.

      Her glistening wet cunt caused my mouth to go dry. I felt like a man who, after traveling through the desert for years without water, had finally found an oasis. I leaned up and licked her lips, getting them nice and wet. Since I didn’t want to miss out on her taste, I used my thumb to work her clit out from underneath the hood and began rubbing it. I tried not to be too vigorous, though from the muffled cry that escaped Kari’s lips, maybe I hadn’t succeeded. On that note, because Kari had my cock in her mouth, her moans caused my dick to vibrate, which nearly made me cum right then and there.

      I groaned around her honeypot as I spread her pussy lips apart and pushed my tongue into her folds, slurping up the juices she released as I coated the inside of her vagina with saliva.

      Because we had been living in a desert where water was scarce unless you lived near an oasis or the ocean, we hadn’t been able to do much more than take sponge baths. Perhaps because of that, Kari’s scent was stronger than normal. I was sure mine was too. However, neither of us seemed to mind as we pleasured the other.

      Kari’s hips and ass began shaking as I continued to rub her clit with my thumb and pushed my tongue into her entrance. Her juices began flowing into my mouth, and I did my best not to spill a single drop. At the same time, I could feel myself coming close. Kari had begun fondling my balls as she licked me, dragging her tongue across my skin, and then sucking on my head as though she wanted to milk me dry. I would probably cum first if I didn’t do something.

      “Mmmmnnnn!!”

      I pressed down on her clit with a bit more pressure. Kari’s entire body suddenly jolted and shook. Her ass shuddered, jiggling and shaking as her thigh muscles tightened and quivered. The increasing flow of her love nectar let me know I’d succeed in bringing her to an orgasm. The expulsion of fluid splashed across my face.

      Kari screamed loudly around my cock, which created a unique vibrating sensation that I couldn’t withstand. I released my load into her mouth. Part of me wished I could see what was happening on her end, but I was also busy with my face buried in her snatch and ass.

      When our orgasm subsided, Kari fell on top of me, her breathing nothing more than nasally, ragged gasps. Her pussy was twitching as it leaked juices onto my chest. I didn’t mind. My mind felt blank just then, so I needed some time to recover myself.

      “Hey… are you two okay?!” the driver called back. “I’m hearing some strange noises coming from in there! Is everything all right?”

      “Yes…” I said after recovering my wits. “Everything is fine.”

      “Just fine.” Kari sighed contentedly as she nuzzled her face against my cock, causing it to twitch and harden again. “Hee-hee, it seems you still haven’t had enough.”

      “With a woman like you in my life, I can never get enough,” I groaned. “How should we do this?”

      “Hmm…”

      After pondering my question for a moment, Kari got off me, allowing me to sit up. What I saw upon sitting left me stunned.

      Kari was as naked as the day she’d been born. Her snow-white skin glistened in the sparse amounts of light that came in through the cracks in the leather tarp surrounding the cart. She was on her hands and knees, her breasts hanging from her chest. As she wiggled her butt at me, she looked over her shoulder and gave me a sultry expression that made me so hard I could have probably used my dick as a blunt weapon.

      “Why don’t you take me like this?” she suggested with a half-lidded smile.
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I had no trouble complying with her request. Crawling over to her, I grabbed her hips and lined my cock up with her cunt. She was already dripping with juices from her last orgasm, so it was easy to slide inside. I watched as first my head disappeared, then my shaft was slowly pushed inside of her centimeter by centimeter. Kari released a deep, low groan as I filled her up. Once I was fully sheathed inside of her, I took a deep breath.

      It really had been too long since we had sex as just being inside of her like this made me feel like I was going to blow my load. Her insides were warm, wet, and wrapped around me like a loving sheath. I needed a moment to just sit there and take it all in.

      “Are you ready?” I asked after a few moments.

      “Hmm…” Kari nodded. “You can begin any time.”

      I smiled before pulling my hips back, watching my now wet dick glistening with her juices as it emerged from inside of her. When all but the tip was pulled out, I thrust my hips forward and slammed them against her ass. A loud slapping sound echoed around the cart. Kari’s breathing hitched as she raised a hand to her mouth, attempting to keep the moan from escaping her parted lips. I repeated the process once, twice, and then worked my thrusts into a steady rhythm.

      The sound of our flesh slapping together echoed abnormally loudly in this small cart. Kari was doing her best to keep herself from moaning. Drool leaked from her lips and between her fingers. Her back arched as she ground her ass against me every time I thrust inside of her.

      As I kept the steady pace up, I squeezed the plentiful flesh of her ass, massaging it with my fingers. Perhaps it was my actions that caused Kari to lose strength in her arms. She went down. It was a good thing she had landed on her clothes. Kari moaned as she buried her face into her clothing and bit the fabric as though it would somehow keep her moans from reaching the driver.

      My breathing had groan heavy by this point, my body covered in sweat as I gasped, grunted, and continued to thrust my dick into her. The sound of our flesh slapping together had gained a wet quality. Kari’s juices were flowing out of her again, creating a slick lubricant that allowed me to move faster. As I increased my thrusting speed, I leaned over until my chest was touching Kari’s back. I reached my hands around her waist and pulled her up as I allowed myself to fall backwards.

      Landing on my butt, I adjusted my position, placing my feet firmly on the ground and using the leverage to continue thrusting myself deep into Kari’s sopping wet pussy. Kari had shoved a mouthful of fabric into her mouth, which helped muffle her moans. Grinning, I grabbed the fabric and pulled it away.

      “Eryk, what are you—”

      I turned her head and, before she could finish her question, I hampered her mouth with my lips. My tongue penetrated her mouth swiftly. Kari’s moans were once more muffled, but this time it was thanks to my tongue. Our hips continued to move as Kari kissed me back with a furious passion that would have taken most people by surprise. I don’t think anyone aside from me knew that the normally reserved and polite young woman who used to seem so ethereal could act so voraciously. Her kisses contained an uncontrollable impulse that always left me speechless.

      As we continued to kiss, Kari got the timing of my hip thrusts down. Every time I thrust my hips, she would slam hers down. It was harder for her because her feet couldn’t find good traction while I was just sitting on the ground, but it hardly mattered. I was completely lost in the sensations of our passion by this point. I placed my hands on her tits. Kari’s muffled scream vibrated through my mouth as I played with her nipples, rolling them between my fingers, pinching them, tugging on them. I knew her breasts were sensitive, so I made sure to keep playing with them as I pounded into her.

      A strange glow appeared on Kari’s chest. I could just barely make it out from over her shoulder, but I could not see anything other than the golden glow itself. Part of me was curious. The rest of me was lost in the sensations I was feeling. Kari’s scent was all around her, her sweaty back pressed against my chest, her heavy breasts in my hands, and her wet insides caressing my cock as I thrust myself into her as far as I could.

      I sensed my end coming when my balls grew tight. Knowing this, I removed one of my hands from her breasts, traveled across the gleaming skin of her firm stomach, and stopped just above her snatch. She was soaking wet. Her juices stained my fingers as I quickly sought out her clit and rubbed it. Kari’s screams grew louder as her walls around my dick convulsed. The feeling of her orgasm was so intense that I lost control and came inside of her.

      Our breathing grew heavy as I slumped against the wall of the cart and Kari fell against me. My dick slid out of her pussy with a wet plop, and our combined fluids leaked from her entrance. Even though I was still tired, I wrapped my arms around Kari’s waist and placed several kisses on her neck and shoulders.

      “Mmmm… we haven’t been this passionate in a long time,” she murmured as she tilted her head, allowing me more access to her neck.

      “Yeah…” I said. Ever since entering the desert, we hadn’t been able to really do anything like this. I think that was why we’d been unable to contain ourselves so soon after leaving the Endless Desert.

      As the two of us sank into silence, our minds still lost in the hazy afterglow of our love making, a concerned voice came from outside.

      “Hey! Seriously, are you two okay in there?! Hey! Hey!”
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      The remnants of last night’s dream still lingered in my mind, which was probably why I felt so unbearably aroused. Groaning as I tried to will my body into calming down, I opened my eyes, expecting to find myself staring at the ceiling of my room.

      What I found instead was a face mere centimeters from my own. I didn’t recognize her, but the person who was so close our noses were almost touching was a lovely girl who looked maybe a year younger than myself. She had a dark tan. Her chin was a little more pointed than other people I knew. Her somewhat sharp features gave her an exotic appearance that complimented the color of her skin. She had long black eyelashes, dark black hair, and soft lips that were currently parted as she rhythmically breathed in and out.

      As I stared at this cute and gorgeous face, trying to figure out just who this girl was and why she was in my bed, I found myself looking down. I blinked several times. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      The first thing I noticed was obviously the snake tail wrapped around my body. It was about six or seven meters long, consisted of black and yellow scales, and was surprisingly soft to touch. I couldn’t estimate exactly how big it was. Most of it was wrapped around my torso, but the tip had wound around my currently rock-hard dick.

      Well, at least now I knew why I had such an intense dream of the time Kari and I had sex in a cart after leaving the Endless Desert.

      Panic rose inside of me, but I kept calm, taking several deep breaths. I quickly analyzed the situation. There was a girl in my bed. She had the lower body of a snake. Obviously, she was one of the Lamia who came from the Endless Desert. I had no idea how she’d managed to reach Nevaria, but that hardly mattered. Given that she was in my bed, I could only conclude that this girl was actually the snake who’d been living with me for over a month now.

      Now that I was able to work out who this girl was, I calmed down a bit. I was still very aroused though.

      “Hey,” I muttered to the girl. “Hey, wake up.”

      “Hnn…” The girl just released a soft sigh and scooted her body a little closer. Her tongue flicked out, and I realized that it was a lot longer than a regular human tongue. Holy crap! This thing might actually be over two dozen centimeters!

      “Don’t just sigh at me!” I snapped. I would have tried to shake her awake, but her tail had pinned my arms to my side. “Hey! Come on! Get up already!”

      “Hnn nn hrn?”

      The Lamia girl finally stirred, eyes opening as she pushed herself up. Her black hair shifted like a curtain around her head. She had perfectly straight bangs hovering over her face, just above her eyes, but the sides were longer. As I gazed at her, I realized that she was not wearing any clothing. Her modest breasts were being proudly displayed. Even though they were nowhere near the size of Kari’s, they were incredibly perky, and the light color of her nipples created a sensual contrast with her dark skin.
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“Darling… good morning,” the Lamia girl muttered as she yawned.

      “Don’t good morning me,” I groused as she reached up and cutely rubbed her eyes. “What the heck is going on here?!”

      “Hmm?”

      The Lamia girl seemed confused about why I was screaming, but then she looked down at herself. Her eyes were blank for a moment. Once the moment passed, however, a look of joy surged onto her face. Her eyes began sparkling.

      “This princess’s body has been restored!”

      “Restored?” I asked.

      The Lamia girl nodded. “This princess was attacked several years ago and was badly injured. When this princess woke up, she had no idea where she was, but she had turned into a snake and just wandered around. That was when she was attacked by those stupid boars. Normally, animals like that would not have posed a threat to this princess, but she was already weakened from hunger and being unable to transform back to normal. Then you saved her.” The Lamia girl placed a hand in the center of her chest. I gulped when I glanced at her currently hard nipples. “This princess is very grateful to you. That is why this princess decided to reward you by making you her husband.”

      “Huh? When did you do that?” I couldn’t help but ask. I was confused, rightly so. What the heck was this girl talking about? Husband? When in the nine realms did that happen?

      “It happened when this princess put that ring on your finger.” She pointed at my right hand.

      I looked at my right hand, and more specifically, at the dark thorn-like ring that went around my ring finger. This had appeared a few days after the snake—this Lamia girl—bit me. She’d sunken her fangs into my skin. However, there hadn’t been any poison in her bite, so I hadn’t given it much thought at the time. Even after this rose-thorn pattern had appeared, nothing bad had happened.

      “So this is… what? Like a wedding ring?” I asked as I looked from the rose pattern back to the girl.

      “Heh heh heh.” The Lamia girl placed her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest. She seemed so pleased with herself. There was a smug smile on her face, which allowed me to see cute little fangs poking out of her mouth. “That is the Ring of Marji. What this princess did was inject a small portion of her spirit into your hand, binding you and this princess together. This is what we Lamia do when we find a man whom we take a fancy to.”

      “Uh huh…”

      I think some part of my brain shut down as I listened to her talk. Marriage? Binding the two of us together? Ring of Marji? I needed several seconds to process all this.

      My first thought was to ask her to undo whatever she had done to me. In fact, I had half a mind to demand that she undo this Ring of Marji or whatever it was called, but I could already tell from this simple conversation that she had no intention of doing that. She’d probably get upset if I asked her to. That would cause even more problems than I already had to deal with.

      “So… this Ring of Marji,” I began, “I have some questions about it, but first, would you mind unwinding yourself from around me? It is hard to get up with you squeezing me like this.”

      “Hm? Oh, sure.”

      The Lamia girl slowly unwound her long tail from around my chest. I sighed in relief as I sat up. This girl’s tail was extraordinarily strong. She hadn’t even been holding onto me that tightly, but it still felt like my chest had been crushed by several tons of weight.

      I sat up, tested my limbs to make sure they were in proper working order, and then looked at the Lamia still on my bed. Her tail took up almost all the space. It was so long and large that almost half of it was hanging over the side. Now that she had unwrapped herself from around me, the tip of her tail was resting against the floor.

      “Okay, so about this Ring of Mariji,” I started.

      The Lamia girl tilted her head. “What about it?”

      “Is it just a ring? What I mean is you said you injected a portion of your spirit into it, right? I’m assuming that means you pushed your Spiritual Power into my body and it created these rose-patterned markings. Does it only serve as a mark that signifies our… matrimony?” It took me a second to get that last word out. The idea of being married to someone I didn’t know and had no attachment to bothered me intensely.

      “Of course it is more than just a ring.” The Lamia girl crossed her arms, and her modest breasts were pushed together. There was something inherently cute about them. I was used to busty women, so this was different, but I couldn’t say I didn’t like the view. “The Ring of Marji contains a portion of this princess’s power and soul. We are now connected. Not only can this princess sense you from over vast distances, but should anything happen to one of us, the other will know about it.”

      “So it’s like a tracking signal,” I muttered as I stared at the ring. I used Spiritual Perception to send my subconscious into the rose-like pattern, and I discovered that, indeed, not only was there a unique energy signature inside of it, but I could feel a vague sense of pride and smugness, which I suspected was the Lamia girl’s emotions.

      “Yes, you could call it something like that,” she said, tilting her head and furrowing her brow. “This princess does not really understand the intricacies of the Ring of Marji. She had only just been taught how to give it to someone when she was attacked and forced to flee from her home.”

      That’s right. She had been attacked. I looked back at the girl, who seemed to sense my sudden seriousness, for her own expression became worried.

      “What is wrong, Darling?” she asked.

      I ignored her pet name for me. Now was not the time.

      “Do you mind if I ask who attacked you?”

      The Lamia girl shook her head. “You may ask, but this princess has no idea who attacked her, other than the fact that they were vagabonds who dared to lay a hand on this princess. All of this princess’s guards sacrificed their lives so she could flee. That is all she knows.”

      “I see.” I bit my thumb. “How long ago were you attacked? And was it in the Endless Desert?”

      With her face becoming contemplative, the Lamia girl considered my questions for a moment. She lowered herself onto the bed, her snake tail coiling around itself. I had to admit, if only to myself, that she was very cute. There was a strange sort of exotic sensuality about her that human women just didn’t have. I remembered most Lamia had this quality, but with this girl, that sensualness seemed magnitudes greater.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t think about that now.

      “It must have been about one year ago when this princess was attacked and forced to flee,” she said at last. She tilted her head. “At least, I think it was a year ago? This princess will admit that she has long since lost track of time since being injured. It was indeed in the Endless Desert that she was attacked. This princess was traveling home after hunting in the desert with her guards.”

      “Hunting?” I narrowed my eyes. “Did you hunt humans?”

      She shook her head. “This princess had never even seen a human before leaving the Endless Desert. She did see many humans on her way here, though. After fleeing for as long as she could, this princess discovered the border of the desert and crossed over. There were a lot of humans living in strange houses on the way to this giant city, and there were even more in the city. This princess never realized you humans were so populous.”

      A sigh of relief escaped my lips at her answer. Had she actually attacked and killed humans, I did not know if I would have been able to keep living with her, even though she didn’t seem like a bad person. Since she hadn’t, I at least didn’t have to worry about her being someone who saw nothing wrong with killing humans. That said, we still had a problem.

      The problem?

      I had no intention of marrying this girl.

      “We can discuss more about the implications of this Ring of Marji later,” I decided out loud. “For now, I actually need to begin training. I’m pretty sure I’m already late.”

      “Training?” The Lamia girl narrowed her eyes. “With that girl, you mean? The one who has hair like fire?”

      “Her name is Fay,” I said absently.

      “Fay…” A frown marred the Lamia girl’s face, though it cleared up soon enough. She nodded once in a decisive, resolute sort of way. “This princess shall allow you to spend time with that girl. She seems strong and polite. This princess will let you take the Fay girl as your concubine. Every king has at least one or two concubines, if not three or more. This princess approves.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I muttered with a tired sigh. This girl was exhausting to deal with.

      I stood up and went over to the basin, where I washed my face and wiped myself down. My body was covered in a thin layer of sweat, the results of last night’s erotic dream/memory and being wrapped up in the Lamia girl’s tail. As I washed myself, I could feel the hungry eyes of the Lamia girl on me. A soft thumping sound let me know she was beating her tail against the floorboards.

      As I began quickly looking for my clothes, I said, “I don’t think I ever got your name. Mine is Eryk Veiger.”

      “This princess is called Lin,” the Lamia girl introduced herself.

      “Lin… that’s a very cute name.”

      “This princess is glad you like her name. Her mother gave it to her.”

      “What about your father?”

      My pants were on the floor along with my vest and vambraces. I picked them up.

      “This princess’s father… she doesn’t know.” Lin squinted her eyes as though peering into the distance. “She has never met her father, and when she asked about him, her mother remained silent.”

      “Hmm…”

      I slid the black pants up my hips. The many pockets ruffled as I cinched it up with a belt that was lying on the floor, and then I threw the vest over my head, slid my arms through the vambraces, and put on my boots. After making sure everything was put on right, I grabbed the bag containing my metal cylinders and the one with the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills.

      “All right. I’m heading off,” I said.

      “Very well,” Lin replied.

      I turned around as the girl slithered off the bed and followed me as I walked toward the door. I paused just as I was about to open the door and turned toward the girl. She was staring at me with her bright, golden eyes. Even though I tried not to, I ended up looking down, gazing at both her breasts and the hairless mound surrounded by scales.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Lin puffed out her chest. “This princess is obviously going with you to watch you train. She has been doing this for a long time now. Why are you so surprised?”

      “Not to put a damper on your parade, but you can’t come with me looking like that,” I said.

      The frown on her face grew. “Looking like what?”

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “In case you haven’t noticed, the lower half of your body is that of a snake. If people saw a girl with the upper half of a woman and the lower half of a snake walking around, it would cause widespread panic. It may even result in the Nevarian Spiritualists or the Imperial Royal Guard coming to attack you. If you want to come with me, you’ll need to change back into your snake form.”

      A long silence spread out as Lin stared at me with a slight frown, her lips pursing as she thought about my words. It looked like she wanted to argue. However, after a moment, she ended up sighing.

      “This princess understands where you are coming from, but she cannot transform back into her snake form.” She tapped a finger against her chin. “That form you saw was the result of this princess being weakened in both body and spirit. Thanks to your medicinal baths, this princess has been able to regain her former strength, but it is because she has regained her strength that she can no longer turn into a snake.”

      “Oh! That makes a lot of sense!”

      My eyes widened. Now I understood why she kept drinking my bath water. I thought she was just being weird, but it was because of the medicinal strength of my alchemy pills. The Body Forging Pill had likely repaired the damage done to her body and made her even stronger, which allowed her to regain her original form. However, that also meant she could not transform into a snake now.

      “If you can’t transform into a snake, I will have to ask that you remain here for now,” I said.

      “This princess refuses.” Lin narrowed her eyes. “It is dreadfully boring when you are not around. All this princess does is lounge in bed all day and taste your scent from your pillow.”

      “Okaaaay,” I said slowly. “I didn’t need to know that last part. However, if you cannot change back into a snake, you cannot come with me.”

      Lin’s narrowed eyes turned into slits. “You might be this princess’s lord, savior, husband, and darling, but do not think that she will just kowtow and listen to you without question. She is going outside with you and that is final.”

      “No… she isn’t.”

      “She is.”

      “She’s not.”

      “This princess won’t accept no for an answer!”

      As I argued with the Lamia girl who had decided that I was going to be her husband, I realized something: This girl was going to give me an even bigger headache than Grant Leucht.
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            The Flash Step

          

        

      

    

    
      I finally managed to convince Princess Lin to stay indoors. It was easier than I thought it would be. Once I expressed my concern for her well-being, stating that I would never forgive myself if she were to go outside and we were attacked and something bad happened to her, she reluctantly conceded. With that out of the way, I was able to safely leave my house and travel to the area outside of Nevaria that Fay and I used as a training ground.

      Fay was already there when I arrived, standing in the center of the clearing. Her body, like mine, was decked from shoulders to feet in black clothing with numerous pockets. I wasn’t sure how much weight she had added, but I knew she increased the weight she trained with daily. It must have been at least a couple hundred kilos by now.

      “You’re late,” she said when I walked into the clearing.

      “I’m sorry.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I had a bit of a crisis to deal with this morning.”

      Her expression went from stern to concerned. The vivid luster of her green eyes softened as she stared at me. Tucking a strand of crimson hair behind her ear, she watched me walk over, checking my body as if making sure I wasn’t injured. Her long hair, tied in the back with a leather band, swayed like a pendulum.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked at last.

      “Oh, yes.” I smiled at her, dutifully ignoring the flutter in my chest at her concern. “It is just that my roommate was being a bit, um, pushy today.”

      “That snake, you mean?” Fay frowned. “I do see that it hasn’t come with you today.”

      “Some problems cropped up and I decided it should stay home,” I said.

      “I see.” Fay accepted my words with a nod. The frown quickly shifted into a smile. “Shall we get started?”

      “We’re not going to be doing our usual exercises today,” I said, raising a hand to forestall her.

      Fay had just been about to turn around and begin our obstacle course training. She stopped what she was doing after hearing my words, and then turned back to me. Confusion appeared within her eyes.

      “If we are not going to be training like normal, then what are we going to be doing?” she asked.

      Feeling my lips stretch into a slight smile, I said, “It has been about two months since we started training. We’ve refined our bodies and our Spiritual Pathways using a combination of training, meditation, and alchemy pills. As of this moment, I would say that our bodies and Spiritual Pathways are about as sturdy as we can make them without ingredients for more advanced alchemy pills. What’s more, your power has increased to the point where you can produce a Spiritual Aura, right?”

      Fay seemed startled for a moment, but then she nodded at me.

      “Please produce your Spiritual Aura for me.” I gestured toward her.

      Nodding, Fay shut her eyes and took several deep breaths. I sensed a slight surge in Spiritual Power, even without using Spiritual Perception, and then the air around Fay’s body distorted. It was just a moment. After the moment passed, a flicker of light emitted from her body, and then wisps of Spiritual Power wafted from her like flames.

      “Not bad,” I muttered upon feeling the strength of her Spiritual Power. “Your Spiritual Aura hasn’t fully matured yet. However, that you can activate it at all is a testament to your growth. Most Spiritualists never reach the first stage of Spiritualism without special training. Your aura is also strong enough that I can feel a slight Spiritual Pressure coming from you.”

      Her Spiritual Pressure was currently not very strong, but most Spiritualists were unable to even reach the stage where it was possible to feel Spiritual Pressure from them. That I could feel it at all showed Fay’s incredible growth.

      “Does the next stage of our training involve using our Spiritual Aura?” asked Fay.

      I shook my head. “The next stage of our training involves increasing our Spiritual Power even more. However, the way we have been doing it by meditating won’t be enough.” I rubbed my jaw. “Spiritual Power is very much like the muscles found in the human body. The more you exercise it, the greater your Spiritual Power becomes. By exhausting your Spiritual Power and allowing it to recover, you increase the amount you have.”

      Fay listened to me, hanging on every word as she nodded several times. I think she understood where I was going with this.

      “Our next stage of training will be to increase our Spiritual Power by exhausting it and recovering,” I began, “and to do that, I am going to teach you a Spiritual Technique known as the Flash Step.”

      The Flash Step was a Spiritual Technique that I had created by accident. Kari was the one who realized its potential. After I mastered the Spiritual Technique, she reverse-engineered it into something that could be used by normal Spiritualists, or in other words, Spiritualists who needed to channel Spiritual Power using dance-like movements.

      “What kind of Spiritual Technique is this Flash Step?” asked Fay, her eyes shining with curiosity.

      “It’s a movement technique,” I said. “By channeling Spiritual Power to the soles of your feet and using it to push against the ground, you can quickly travel from one spot to another. Allow me to demonstrate.”

      I walked away from Fay, heading over toward one end of the clearing. Once I had reached the edge of the clearing, I turned around and looked at the spot where I wanted to appear. Channeling Spiritual Power into my feet, I took a single step forward and released the energy in my foot the moment it touched the ground. The world around me turned into a blur. Not even a second had passed, but in that single split moment of time, I was already at my destination sixteen meters from where I had been standing.

      There was a small cloud of dust where I had been standing before using the Flash Step, and when the dust cleared, I spotted several cracks spreading out from where my foot had touched the ground. I sighed. It seemed my control over this Spiritual Technique still wasn’t that good yet. Well, that was only natural. I hadn’t used this technique much since being thrown back in time.

      Fay released a startled gasp as I turned to face her. Her eyes had grown so wide they reminded me of dinner plates. The shocked look on her face caused me to smile.

      “The focal point of the Flash Step that determines the basis for this technique is speed. Since speed is the most important factor, the level of one’s skill in utilizing the Flash Step is determined by how fast someone can travel from one point to another using the least amount of steps,” I explained to the stunned girl. “To use this technique, all you have to do is channel Spiritual Power into the soles of your feet and then release that Spiritual Power in precisely timed bursts the moment your foot makes contact with the ground. This generates your momentum and allows you to reach speeds that even most Spiritualists won’t be able to track with their eyes.”

      “That—you moved really fast!” she exclaimed. “How can you even keep track of where you are going when you move at that kind of speed?!”

      “It takes some practice,” I admitted. “The more you use this technique, the more your eyes will be trained to see things clearly at higher speeds.”

      Fay bit her lower lip. “How does someone use this technique? I know you said it required precisely timed bursts of Spiritual Power, but it doesn’t look like you used any movement to channel your power…”

      “The movement required to use this technique is actually the step you take forward,” I explained. “It is very simple to use and doesn’t require a unique dance like most Spiritual Techniques to activate. When you take a step, the Spiritual Power will flow down your leg and into the sole of your foot, which you will release upon contact with the ground. That’s the basis for how this technique works.”

      After considering my explanation for a moment, Fay slowly nodded. “I think I understand.”

      “In that case, I want you to try using the Flash Step.” I drew a line on the ground with my foot. “This will be your entry point.” I walked ten meters and drew another line. “And this will be your exit point. You start over there, flash to here, and then flash back to where you started. Once you get the hang of flashing from point to point, keep working on it until you’ve exhausted your Spiritual Power.”

      Nodding, Fay wandered over to the first line I drew. Her body seemed to be shivering with anticipation and her eyes sparkled like gemstones. It was easy to see she was excited.

      “There are a few things you should know before attempting to learn the Flash Step,” I said. Fay looked like she was about ready to jump right into her training, but then she paused and looked at me. “Using the Flash Step requires a very precise amount of Spiritual Power. If you generate too much, your body is going to be thrown across the area like a ragdoll. However, if you use too little, you won’t be able to generate enough momentum to move. The act of moving your foot will help you channel your Spiritual Power, but it won’t help you control how much you are using, so you must actively control the amount you send to your feet.”

      “I understand,” Fay said.

      “Good.” I took several steps away and gestured toward the line I’d drawn on the ground. “Now that you are aware of how to use the Flash Step, I want you to try it.”

      Fay nodded and took a deep breath, closing her eyes as she no doubt visualized herself using the Flash Step. Her brows furrowed, then relaxed, and then furrowed again before she opened her eyes. There was a determined glint in her eyes as she gazed directly at the line on the ground.

      I activated Spiritual Perception as she began generating Spiritual Power. Using Spiritual Perception, I could see how much power she was generating. A fiery red aura appeared around her left leg as she lifted it, and then the aura moved down to the sole of her foot. I shook my head. It wasn’t enough.

      The moment she put her foot on the ground, the Spiritual Power was released, exploding underneath her foot and throwing her off balance. She stumbled back several steps before regaining her balance. Looking at the spot where her foot had landed, she grimaced upon seeing the large dent in the ground, from which numerous fault lines spread.

      “This is a very difficult technique,” she mumbled. “I see now why no one has attempted this before. If you don’t channel the exactly right amount of Spiritual Power, it could cause serious damage to the surroundings and maybe even yourself; and because you have to actively worry about how much Spiritual Power you’re using, it isn’t a combat-capable technique unless you master it to the point where you don’t have to think about using it.”

      “It is indeed a difficult technique to learn,” I said, nodding. “However, that wasn’t a bad first attempt. When I first began learning how to use this technique, I put in too much power and almost broke my face by slamming into a wall. Compared to that, what you did was much better.”

      Fay smiled at me before her expression turned into a stern frown of concentration. She looked back at the line that was her target. As she raised her left leg, she channeled more Spiritual Power into it. The mount of Spiritual Power running through her leg was nearly triple what she used the first time—in other words, way too much.

      I only had a moment to feel shocked before she set her foot on the ground.

      BANG!

      A sound not dissimilar to a detonation echoed around the clearing as Fay vanished from sight. I quickly stepped on the ground and used the Flash Step to appear several meters away from the line that was Fay’s target. Fay soon reappeared again, her body tumbling through the air, coming toward me at neck-breaking speed. I caught her in my arms, using Spiritual Power to soften the collision so Fay wouldn’t get hurt. My body slid across the ground for nearly six meters. The grooves of my boots left two deep lines in the dirt.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Fay, who was staring at me with wide eyes and a pale face.

      “I… I think so,” she muttered in shock. “I did it just like you said. I channeled more Spiritual Power into my foot, but then… I lost control. The moment my foot touched the ground, my body just sort of exploded forward…”

      I nodded. “That is what happens when you put too much Spiritual Power into your feet.”

      “Oh…” Fay’s mouth formed a pretty O-shape as she stared at me. Several seconds passed before she realized our positions. Once she discovered that I was carrying her in my arms as though she were a princess, her cheeks flushed pink. “Um, would you mind putting me down now?”

      “Only if you are sure you’re okay.”

      “I am sure. Please put me down.”

      I set Fay back on her feet, but I remained by her side in case something went wrong. Her legs wobbled for a moment. She looked unsteady. However, she soon steadied them as a determined glint appeared in her eyes.

      “I’m going to keep practicing,” she said.

      Seeing the determination blazing from her like a flame, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “I’ll stick around to make sure you’ve got the hang of the technique before doing my own training.”

      My words caused Fay’s cheeks to turn pink. I found my breath catching against my will, but I did my best not to let her see how flustered that expression made me.

      “Thank you,” she said in a soft voice, looking away.

      “It’s no problem.” I ignored my unease and the slight skip of my heartbeat as I waved a hand as though warding off her thanks. “Now, go ahead and try again. I’ll let you know how you are doing and try to guide you properly when using this technique.”

      Fay nodded and went back over to the line that was her starting point, where she began trying to learn the Flash Step. Her next few attempts ended in failure. Either she used too much or too little Spiritual Power. Fortunately, none of her attempts ended like that last one, and with each failure, Fay seemed to get just a little closer to reaching her goal.

      I watched her try several more times, giving advice when needed but mostly making sure she didn’t hurt herself, but I eventually discovered that she didn’t really need my help. What she needed to do now was figure out how much Spiritual Power she was supposed to use to precisely reach the line I had indicated without stopping before reaching it or going right past it.

      This was not something I could help her with.

      Since it looked like Fay didn’t need my help, I decided it was time for me to do my own training. I had confidence that she’d be able to get at least a basic understanding of the technique within a few days.

      I left the clearing and wandered around for a bit. After a little searching, I found a large boulder that would suit my needs nicely. I walked over to the boulder and placed my hand on it. A frown appeared on my face before I nodded to myself, walked several meters back, and turned to face the boulder.

      Unlike Fay, the Flash Step would not help me increase my Spiritual Power. It was a technique that required very little power to use. If I thought of it in terms of units, then the Flash Step required 1 unit of power. Fay had 100 units. Meanwhile, I had 1,000 units. This was a completely inaccurate assessment of our reserves, but it gave me a relatively decent idea of how much Spiritual Power the Flash Step consumed. It would take several hours for me to exhaust my Spiritual Power if I continuously used the Flash Step nonstop. That was impractical.

      Spreading my feet apart and bending my knees, I tucked my left elbow into my torso and held out my right hand, palm pointed at the boulder. I took a deep breath, held it in, and then released it.

      Spiritual Power suddenly erupted from my hand. As I channeled my Spiritual Power through my arm and palm, my limb began glowing a pale blue up to my elbow. Electric discharges burst from my arm. Several arcs of lightning struck the ground and exploded. I gritted my teeth, willing the Spiritual Power to compress and pushing it through my palm. The blue glow soon crawled up my arm, traveled up my bicep, my forearm, and then my hand. When my arm stopped glowing, a small sphere of crackling blue energy appeared before my palm.

      Sweat was pouring down my body by this point, my shoulders heaved up and down, and my breathing had become ragged. Not only was controlling so much Spiritual Power an exhausting task, but I had basically used all of my reserves. This little orb of barely repressed energy was all the Spiritual Power I currently had inside of my body. Bringing it all out, compressing it into a tiny sphere, and keeping it from exploding in my face was a lot harder than I thought it would be.

      I regained my breath and made sure I had stabilized my control over the orb. Once I was sure it wouldn’t explode in my face, I followed through with the next phase of my training.

      I shoved the orb forward.

      It wasn’t until the orb shot forward with a loud bang that I realized what was going to happen, and by that point, it was already too late. The orb struck the boulder and exploded. A massive wellspring of Spiritual Power transformed into a giant beam of energy that engulfed the boulder in an incandescent light that blinded me. I had to close my eyes. However, even with my eyes shut, I could still feel the effects of my attack because it was burning behind my eyelids. The ground rumbled beneath my feet, I could hear a loud shattering sound as the earth was split, and somewhere in the distance, Fay was screaming.

      Several seconds after the explosion erupted, a merciful silence descended upon me. I opened my eyes to discover that my attack had done a lot more damage than I thought it would. Not only was the boulder gone, having been vaporized by my power, but there was a ten-meter-wide trench that stretched out for what appeared to be half a kilometer at least. All of the trees and other boulders that had been standing in the way were gone as well.

      That was not good.

      Despite being tired, my body was filled with adrenaline-fueled energy as I raced back to the clearing. Fay was sitting on her butt. My attack must have knocked her to the ground. She looked up at me as I raced into the clearing.

      “What was that loud sound just now? What was that flash of light? Eryk, did you do something?”

      I ignored her questions as I grabbed the bag of alchemy pills, raced over to her, and scooped the girl into my arms. Fay squawked as I held her. However, she didn’t protest my actions too much, and even if she had, there was no way I would have let her go.

      Without casting so much as a backward glance at the clearing, I ran as far and as fast I could. I did not want to be present when the Nevarian Spiritualists arrived to investigate what happened.
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        * * *

      

      Hilda was sitting in the throne room in the Imperial Royal Palace. Her throne was a simple piece of furniture that lacked any adornments. While it was made of gold and had a comfortable red cushion underneath her and behind her back, there were no ostentatious decorations. She didn’t like adding unnecessary refinement to something she was going to be sitting on.

      Perhaps that was due to her commoner background. Many nobles loved having lavish chairs. She remembered one of the nobles she visited had chairs made to look like a throne of swords.

      Kneeling before her was Captain Sterk of the Nevarian Spiritualists. His square face was currently lowered in deference, meaning all she could see was his crown of blond hair, which had several flecks of gray in it. A gleaming silver chestplate, shoulder pauldrons, vambraces, and greaves covered his muscular physique. A massive claymore was strapped across his back.

      Her three husbands and three sons stood off to either side of her throne. To her left were her husbands, and her sons were on the right. Both sides were lined up in single file. None of them dared to speak. Even the normally lackadaisical Dante and the rambunctious Geirolf remained silent.

      While her sons and husbands stood on either side, Kari stood immediately behind and to her left. The girl remained silent like everyone else. She stood still as a statue, hands clasped together as her long, flowing white dress fell to her feet.

      “I’d like to receive your report now,” she commanded.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Captain Sterk stood up, revealing his stern features, steel-colored eyes, and grayish blond beard. “As you requested, I sent a small squad to investigate the source of the explosion several kilometers outside of Nevaria. From the looks of the scene, it appears that someone had been practicing a Spiritual Technique. However…”

      “Go on,” Hilda commanded when the man trailed off.

      The Nevarian Spiritualist Captain took a deep breath like he was preparing to say something shocking, held it, then released it in one go and said, “However, the amount of damage done to the surrounding area indicates that the Spiritual Technique used was far stronger than anything a normal Spiritualist could unleash. Even a Spiritualist who has reached the Second State of Spiritualism would not be able to accomplish such wide-scale destruction.”

      “What ranking would you give to this Spiritual Technique?” asked Hilda.

      “The amount of damage done was extensive.” Captain Sterk scratched his beard. “There was a ten-meter-wide trench in the ground, which extended toward the Demon Beast Mountain Range for at least half a kilometer. The remnants of Spiritual Power exuding from the trench indicated that the amount used was even greater than what a captain of the Nevarian Spiritualists like myself has. If I had to rank it based on those two factors alone, I would give it an A or maybe even an S-ranking.”

      Hilda glanced at her sons and husbands as they stiffened in shock. A captain of the Nevarian Spiritualists was someone who had enough power to generate and maintain their Spiritual Aura for several hours, a feat most normal Spiritualists could only dream of. Her three husbands had strength that was comparable to or maybe even greater than most captains and commanders of both the Nevarian Spiritualists and the Imperial Royal Guard, but it wasn’t by much. Meanwhile, her sons were at the same level as a regular soldier.

      “Could you perform a similar feat, Captain Sterk?” Hilda continued her questioning.

      The captain looked startled for a moment, but then he shrugged. “If I knew how it was done, then maybe. However, doing so would exhaust all of my Spiritual Power. The damage also wouldn’t be that extensive.”

      “I see.” Hilda thought for a moment, nodding several times as she came to a decision. “Thank you for your report. Please have your men cordon off the area. Do not let anyone near it for now.”

      “As you command, Empress.” Captain Sterk bowed once before he straightened, spun around, and left the throne room. Hilda watched him go with a frown. Once he was out of sight, she turned to her husbands.

      “Thoughts?” she asked.

      “That surge of Spiritual Power felt similar to the one we felt two months ago,” Valence said immediately. “However, the feeling I received this time was very different. The Spiritual Power felt a lot more refined, more controlled, and far stronger. If I had to guess, I’d say that the incident from today and the one that happened two months ago were committed by the same person.”

      “What do you suppose this person is doing?” she pondered.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say he or she is training.” Dante stepped forward. “That first incident had no finesse. It was just a big explosion of Spiritual Power that could be felt and seen from here. This one was more controlled, like Valence said. Whoever this person is, they are clearly training to control their vast Spiritual Power.”

      “The only concern I have is that we don’t know who this person is or why they are training so hard,” Rainer added. “Are they ally or enemy? Do they wish to protect Nevaria or are they planning to harm it? This person is a complete unknown. I’m concerned that if we do not find them soon, we may find ourselves being forced to confront a powerful enemy whom we have no knowledge about.”

      This was indeed a grave situation. As someone who had risen to power through her own hard work, Hilda understood the dangers of having an unknown individual with this kind of power wandering around Nevaria. Where did they come from? Was it someone raised outside of the city? Nevaria was a city-state with several hundred kilometers worth of land. It wasn’t impossible that someone living outside of the city had arrived two months ago and begun training, especially when there was the upcoming Spiritualist Grand Tournament.

      She placed a hand against her forehead and sighed. This was going to give her a headache. She wondered if this was how the previous Emperor felt when a young Hilda had suddenly appeared on the scene, defeating every opponent in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament and winning the entire thing despite having no background.

      “It is unfortunate, but whoever this person is seems intent on keeping a low profile,” Hilda said at last. “We can perform a city-wide search, but even if we did, it is highly probable that this person is masking their Spiritual Signature. I doubt we’ll find anything.”

      “Then what should we do?” asked Geirolf, who was finally unable to maintain his silence. Truth be told, Hilda had been expecting him to speak up sooner.

      “There is little we can do except keep an eye out for any suspicious activity,” Hilda answered her youngest son with a shrug. Her son didn’t look pleased, but she turned her attention to her husbands. “Dante, please ask the Nevarian Spiritualists guarding the gates to keep a record of everyone entering and exiting through the north, south, and east gates. Rainer, please make sure the Nevarian Spiritualist captains know to keep an eye out for any unusually powerful Spiritual Signatures. Valence, tell the Imperial Royal Guards to remain on high alert. The Spiritualist Grand Tournament is coming up. It is possible that the person who has arrived is someone here to compete. If that is the case, we might not need to worry. However, it never hurts to be prepared.”

      All three of her husbands acknowledged her orders. They grabbed their sons and headed out of the throne room, leaving her alone with Kari.

      “It seems Nevaria has become a very interesting hot spot these days,” Hilda mused. “If this person really has come to participate in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, then I imagine the Leucht Family will not be able to have their way. Doesn’t that make you happy, Kari?”

      “…”

      “Kari?”

      “Huh?” Kari jerked her head around as though startled. She blinked several times. “Oh, yes? What did you say?”

      Hilda frowned. “Is something the matter? You seem rather distracted today.”

      “I am fine.” Kari’s long blonde hair swayed as she shook her head. “Is there anything you need from me, Mother? If not, would you mind if I also took my leave?”

      As she studied her daughter, the frown on Hilda’s face shifted into an amused smile. “Are you planning on heading over to the library so you can meet with that boy you are so fond of?”

      “Wha—how did you know about that?!” asked a shocked and blushing Kari.

      Hilda’s smile widened. “Did you think I would not keep tabs on where you go? You have not been very subtle about where you are going every day you get off from training and don’t have classes to attend. In fact, just the other day, a rumor spread about how you were seen enjoying the day with a young man.” The smile on Hilda’s face slowly disappeared as a somber expression replaced it. “You do realize that as the heiress to the Astralia Royal Family, you can only marry someone who has proven their strength in combat, right?”

      Kari looked away, her hands slowly clenching into fists. “I know. I am aware of how Nevaria’s laws work. Only the strong can stand at the top and rule over Nevaria.”

      “That is correct.” Nodding, Hilda swept her gaze along the throne room. “Only the strong can stand at the top because only the strong can protect this city-state from the threats from without and within. A weak person will never be able to control the numerous noble families who are constantly seeking to gain power, nevermind the threat posed by the Demon Beasts that live beyond the Demon Beast Mountain Range. As the heiress to the Astralia Royal Family, you will eventually marry the person who will likely become the next Emperor.”

      “Just like you and Father, right?” Kari asked in a low voice.

      Hilda nodded. “Yes, exactly like Valence and I. He was the previous Emperor’s only son, and so in order to keep the blood of the previous ruler, I married him and had you and Earland. This is how Nevaria has been since its founding.”

      Kari’s clenched fists soon relaxed, and Hilda was surprised to see that her daughter was smiling. She had not expected that. There was also a strange gleam within her eyes. It made Hilda even more curious.

      “I am not worried about that,” she said at last. “Eryk is going to defeat Grant and win the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.”

      “Oh?” Hilda could already guess that Eryk was the boy she was seeing at the library. “To express that kind of confidence in someone who isn’t even a Spiritualist is impressive. What makes you so certain he’ll win?”

      Kari’s confident smile contained something that Hilda couldn’t quite identify. “Just a hunch.”

      “Hmm. Well, I hope for your sake that he does win,” Hilda said at last. “I do not really want to let the Leucht Family’s heir marry you. There are far too many rumors circulating about that family. I’ve been hearing a lot of bad things about them, especially recently.” She paused for a moment, contemplating the rumors she’d been hearing from other noble families and even some commoners, and then shifted topics a little. “I also want you to be happy. It has been so long since I’ve seen you smile, but in the last two months, your expressions have become so much brighter.”

      While Kari seemed startled at first, her face eventually softened into a polite but happy smile. “Thank you, Mother.”

      “You need not thank me.” Hilda shook her head when she saw how her daughter was squirming in place, an amused smile gracing her lips. The girl looked like she was barely suppressing herself. “Anyway, you can go on and head to the library now.”

      Kari looked ready to bolt, but she just barely stopped herself long enough to bow before rushing out of the room. She was walking so fast she might as well have been running. Hilda waited until her daughter disappeared before allowing herself to slump in her seat.

      “Eryk… so that is his name, huh?” Hilda murmured. “Maybe I should keep an eye on him…”

      She pondered her own suggestion before shaking her head. Keeping an eye on the boy her daughter liked might be a prudent idea, but she also found it abhorrent. She had already taken so many of her daughter’s freedoms away. The last thing she wanted to do was steal what little freedom Kari had left.

      “Being a mother while also being the empress is not an easy task,” Hilda said to the empty throne room.

      Of course, there was no one but herself around to hear this soft lamentation.
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      “Ha… ha… ha…”

      I had run quite a distance, darting through trees, over boulders, and across clearings, all the while carrying Fay in my arms. The girl I was holding hadn’t said anything yet. She was probably too embarrassed, which I only realized after I picked her up, but it wasn’t like I could stop, not until we had reached a safe distance from our previous training ground.

      Finally, I stopped after reaching a clearing that was surrounded by trees so large they towered over us. A thick canopy blocked out most of the sun. What little sunlight sprinkled between the leaves created moving geometric patterns on the ground, timed to the gentle sway of the branches. This place had a small pond. There was no waterfall, but the pond was crystal clear and at least several meters across. A small stream was being fed into it.

      “Um…” As I stood there with my shoulders heaving, Fay hesitantly spoke up. “Do you mind telling me what that was about?”

      After regaining my breath, I glanced at Fay, still in my arms, and gave her an embarrassed smile. “Just a little training accident.”

      “A training accident?” Fay furrowed her brows as she stared into my face. Her arms were around my neck. One of her hands was playing with my hair, but I didn’t think she realized what she was doing. “That strange eruption of energy and light… that was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Ah ha ha ha… yeah…”

      Fay wore an aggrieved but amused look as she shook her head. “Do you ever do anything halfway?”

      I looked away, unwilling to show my embarrassment as a small droplet of sweat trailed down the right side of my face. “Well, you know me… it’s all or nothing.”

      “Yes, I have become very aware of that these past two months.”

      The two of us shared a soft chuckle, but then Fay seemed to realize that she was still in my arms and her face suddenly turned as red as her hair.

      “Um… could you please put me down now?” she asked in a low voice seeping with a sense of shame.

      I felt my own cheeks heat up. “Ah… yes. Sorry.”

      I set her on the ground. Fay took several steps away from me. During that time, I glanced at our surroundings once more. The clearing was large enough that Fay could practice the Flash Step. There was also the small pond that we could wash off in after our training was over, which would be nice because I sometimes had to leave for work and didn’t have time to head home first.

      “I think I like this place,” I announced at last. “What do you say we make this our new training ground?”

      Fay’s look told me she knew I was hiding something, but she shrugged and said, “If that is what you want.”

      I was glad she agreed so readily. One of the things I liked about Fay was that she seemed capable of adapting to almost any situation. She just took whatever was thrown at her and made something out of it; though I sometimes had this strange feeling she wasn’t nearly as confident as she acted, like when she gained that worried look after speaking to me about how she wasn’t going to give up on making me fall in love with her…

      Perhaps it was just me, but I believed her outer confident demeanor masked a distinct lack of confidence in herself.

      “How far did you get on the Flash Step before I, uh, interrupted you?” I asked.

      Fay sighed in disappointment. “I was able to land on the target you gave me, but I could only land on it one out of every ten times.”

      “In order to properly use the Flash Step, it is important to be able to accurately end up at the exact spot you want to go.” I walked to one end of the clearing as I explained this. “Let’s say you are in a battle and you use the Flash Step to get behind your opponent. If you can’t get exactly behind them, or if you end up in front of them, they can counterattack.” I drew a line on the ground and then measured out ten meters and drew another line on the ground. “You will also hesitate if you don’t end up where you were trying to reach. That hesitation in battle could mean the difference between victory and defeat.”

      Fay nodded as she walked over to me and the line I had drawn. There was a fire burning in her eyes. She glanced at the other line ten meters away, eyes narrowed in a look of stubborn determination. Seeing this expression on her made my respect soar.

      So many people gave up without ever really trying, saying things like, “It’s too hard. I’ll never be able to do this.” However, those who were truly successful knew that success came only after hundreds of consecutive failures. I wasn’t sure if this girl understood this intuitively, but I had to admire how she wasn’t giving up.

      “Well, it hasn’t even been a full day since I taught you,” I added. “It will take at least a month before you can truly say you’ve become proficient with the Flash Step.”

      “It’s a very delicate but powerful technique,” Fay agreed. “I’m going to keep practicing until I have it down perfectly.”

      “That’s the spirit. I’ll be practicing over there.” I pointed at a spot within the trees. “Call for me if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      I left Fay to her practice and entered the forest, glancing at the surrounding trees, all of which stood at least a meter or two away from each other. It wasn’t tightly packed, but it was dense enough that I could use it for movement training. I set my bag of pills down, popped a Spiritual Recovery Pill into my mouth, and sighed in relief when my reserves of Spiritual Power swiftly recovered.

      “Okay…” I took a deep breath. “Time to do this.”

      Channeling Spiritual Power to my feet, I took a single step forward, and the world blurred around me. Not even a second had passed before a tree appeared in front of me. I stopped just a few centimeters before slamming into it and Flash Stepped away from the tree. Then I stopped again and used Flash Step to once more head off in a different direction. I continued to use the Flash Step, swerving around trees at a speed that caused my vision to grow blurry.

      To the outside observer, I was sure that anyone watching me would have seen nothing but vague shadows racing through the trees. Few people had vision sharp enough to keep up with the Flash Step.

      This form of training was meant to accomplish several goals. The first was to exhaust my Spiritual Power by continuously using the Flash Step. The second was to practice using multiple Flash Steps to change direction at random. The third was to train my eyesight and brain.

      I had noticed it the first time I used the Flash Step. My vision had blurred. This meant that my eyes and brain couldn’t properly comprehend the visual information I was receiving. In other words, I couldn’t process light particles fast enough. To correct this, I needed to constantly use the Flash Step and let my mind and eyes gradually become accustomed to traveling at high speeds.

      My feet struck the bark of a tree, which exploded as I blasted off again, using the Flash Step to begin leaping from one tree to another. I kept this going for several minutes, then hit the ground and Flash Stepped away. My vision was still a little blurry. However, the longer I practiced like this, the sharper my vision became.

      I must have been training for at least two hours. By the time I had exhausted my Spiritual Power, I could see the sun high in the sky, peeking in through the canopy overhead.

      “My shift in the library will be starting soon,” I muttered to myself, wondering if Kari would be there.

      After orienting myself, I headed back toward the clearing where Fay was practicing. As I stepped into the clearing, I frowned noticing that Fay was no longer practicing. I couldn’t see her anywhere at first. However, as I looked around, I realized the reason why.

      Fay was taking a bath in the pond.

      My mind and body became frozen when I saw Fay standing in the pool of water, completely naked. Her lower body was hidden by the water. Her upper body was not. I had a perfect glimpse of her large and perky breasts. I had already seen them once before, but that was back when they had been covered in black spots because she was suffering from Spiritual Poisoning. Now her skin was an unblemished porcelain.

      Fay’s breasts were not as large as Kari’s, but they were still impressive. As she moved her hands over them, her breasts jiggled, causing my mouth to become inexplicably dry. Her inverted nipples were sadly not visible at this angle.

      A strong desire welled up inside of me. Urges I believed I could only ever feel for Kari came over me, urging me to take this woman for myself. All that did, though, was make me feel guilty.

      “Eryk…”

      Fay had noticed me standing there with a stupid look on my face. Her cheeks turned bright red. Despite her very obvious embarrassment, she didn’t shy away from me or try to hide her body. Perhaps she was too stunned to think of covering herself.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and turned around. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were bathing.”

      “You don’t… have to apologize,” Fay said, a clear note of embarrassment in her voice. I thought I also detected disappointment, but I wanted to pretend that was my imagination. “You’ve also already seen me naked before. I don’t mind… if you keep looking.”

      A wave of shame washed over me as the temptation to do just that hit me like an S-rank Spiritual Technique. I wanted to look. I really did. But I couldn’t. Doing that would have been wrong. Not only because I was already in love with Kari, but also because it wouldn’t be fair to Fay. Even if I did feel something for her, gazing upon her naked body when I couldn’t return her feelings was tantamount to degrading her.

      “No,” I sighed. “It wouldn’t be right.”

      “I guess not,” Fay said in a soft voice. The fragility in her voice left an ache in my chest, which I also ignored since there was nothing I could do about it.

      Knowing that I couldn’t remain there while she bathed, I willed my feet to move, taking me deeper into the forest, where I would be forced to relieve the pressure in my pants. I couldn’t remember a time when I had ever felt so ashamed of myself.
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        * * *

      

      Fay and I parted ways after training. Our goodbye was quite awkward. I was pretty sure that neither of us knew what to say, but our reasons for feeling so awkward were likely very different. I was ashamed of my own weakness. Fay probably felt ashamed that I had denied her when she offered to let me gaze at her naked body. Well, that was what I figured anyway. It wasn’t like I was an expert on women.

      I stepped into the library and gazed around the first floor, where quite a number of people were sitting at tables or wandering around bookshelves. It seemed like this place had become a bit more lively lately. I counted at least twenty people. Before Kari began regularly visiting, this library would have only five or six people at any given time.

      “You’ve come right on time,” a voice said seconds before a figure emerged from between the bookshelves. It was Ms. Nadine, the owner of this library. She was carrying a stack of books in her hands as she walked over to me.

      “Of course,” I said with a smile. “When am I not on time?”

      “You have been late before.”

      “That was one time. I was never late after that, was I?”

      “I suppose not.” Ms. Nadine acknowledged my words with a nod. However, a sly expression crossed her face quite suddenly, startling me. “Your girlfriend is already here. However, before you can go upstairs and visit her, I’ll need you to do your job.”

      I sighed at how Ms. Nadine was teasing me and took the books from her hands. There was a time when this many books would have felt heavy, but now I barely even noticed their weight.

      “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I won’t neglect my duties.”

      “Good.”

      Ms. Nadine seemed satisfied by my words, but then she paused and studied me a bit more. Her lips moved slightly. I realized that she was actually licking her teeth with her tongue behind her closed mouth, something that she did sometimes when she was in deep thought.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “Your chest and shoulders have gotten much broader,” Ms. Nadine said at last. She spoke carefully as if she couldn’t believe it. “You have been training hard.”

      “Yes.” I shrugged. Anyone who spent enough time with me would have recognized that I was a lot more muscular now than I had been two months ago.

      “Have you been training for the Spiritualist Grand Tournament?” she asked.

      I actually hadn’t, if I was being perfectly honest. I hadn’t even realized the Spiritualist Grand Tournament was coming up until the other day when I challenged Grant Leucht. That said, I was glad to hear the tournament was coming up soon. It gave me a frame of reference.

      Ever since I had come back in time, I had been unaware of just what month it was. Calendars and other methods of telling the date were expensive and not something a peasant like myself could afford—well, I could afford one now, but the idea to buy one simply hadn’t occurred because I’d been so busy.

      In either event, I now knew that it was the 4th month of the year. The Spiritualist Grand Tournament was an annual event that happened at the end of the 4th month and the beginning of the 5th. Since there were nine months in a year, that meant this year was about halfway finished.

      “In a manner of speaking,” I said in a roundabout way.

      “What does that even mean?” asked Ms. Nadine before she sighed at me like I was her biggest frustration. “You know what? Never mind. I have to head home. I’m sure my husband and children are already at home waiting for me.”

      “Right. Just leave closing the library to me,” I said.

      Ms. Nadine nodded and walked past me and out the door, which closed shut with a soft click. I walked further into the library and began putting away the books I had taken off her hands. After that, I cleaned off the empty tables, wiped down the shelves, and helped people whenever they came up to me. I’d say it took about an hour to finish all my tasks. However, once I was done, I was able to walk up the stairs to the second floor.

      Kari was indeed present on the second floor. She was sitting at a table near the back. There were a few other people present, which had been happening a bit more recently. All of them were men between the ages of fourteen and twentyish. I could only assume they were there to admire the lovely flower as she read her book.

      I sighed. It always amazed me how people could flock to someone just because they were beautiful. I supposed I should just be glad those people kept their activities to staring, but I was sure their blatant ogling annoyed Kari.

      “Hey,” I greeted as I tried to ignore the men sitting at the other tables and walked up to Kari. I could sense their glares on my back.

      “Hey, yourself,” Kari said with a smile as she turned to me. A strand of golden hair fell over her face, but she quickly tucked the errant bang behind her ear as I sat down.

      “What are you reading today?” I asked.

      “A Spiritual Technique Scroll.”

      Kari scooted closer to me, until our thighs were touching. I could feel the warmth from her body. The scent of her hair, freshly washed, reminded me of vanilla.

      She was wearing a cloak today, but it was the type that looked more like a cape. Her outfit was a soft purple dress that went down to her ankles and slip-on shoes. The thin fabric of her dress caressed my thigh, which was covered in silk pants.

      I looked at the scroll while secretly enjoying the warmth emitting from her body, studying the ancient-looking object with a mild frown. It was hard to tell how old it was, but I was guessing over a couple decades. The runes on the scroll were a bit faded. This scroll had obviously been read a lot.

      “Thurisaz, Gebo, Kenaz, Hagalaz, Eihwaz, and Jera Merkstave.” I clicked my tongue. “This is a B-rank Spiritual Technique, if I am not mistaken.”

      Kari nodded. “It’s called Light Force Decimation. It creates a stream of light that can be emitted from either the palms or a weapon. The stream releases an intense destructive force. Anything struck by it will be destroyed.” She paused long enough to give me a self-deprecating smile. “Well, anything that does not have the defensive power to withstand it. It’s a B-rank technique, so a B-Rank Demon Beast with a strong defense could take this technique with minimal damage. A Spiritualist who has a lot of Spiritual Power could also defeat this technique with their Spiritual Aura.”

      I listened to her explain the technique with a soft smile. I already knew how the technique worked since it was something Kari had used many times in the past, but I loved listening to her voice. In truth, she could have talked about anything, and I would have gladly listened.

      “Are you paying attention to me?” asked Kari, her cheeks swelling in a pout when she saw my smile.

      “Of course I am.” I chuckled a little, which just caused her to pout more. “You might want to be careful. That pout of yours is more destructive than any Spiritual Technique. It makes men succumb to their carnal desires.”

      “W-what sort of nonsense are you spouting?!”

      Snickering as she squawked at me with an embarrassed blush, I settled down and looked at the technique scroll again. It was definitely a decent B-rank Spiritual Technique. Any middle-grade Spiritualist with a decent amount of Spiritual Power would love to get their hands on something like this, though very few people could ever use it. This technique required someone with the light element. Almost no one had that element. In fact, outside of Kari, I only knew two people who could use it, and one of them was me after Kari had gifted her element to me before dying in my arms.

      That reminded me that I still didn’t know if I could even use the light element now…

      “Did you know this technique can be transformed into an A-rank Spiritual Technique?” I asked.

      “It can?” Kari blinked.

      Nodding, I asked, “Do you have some extra parchment and a quill?”

      She obviously did since there were several sheets of parchment and a quill dipped in an ink bottle sitting right on the table, but it was polite to ask. Kari nodded and handed me a sheet of parchment before sliding the quill and bottle over. I removed the quill from the ink, tapped it against the sides of the bottle to remove some of the excess ink, and then copied the technique in the scroll down.

      “Gebo means gifts, both in the sense of sacrifice and of generosity. It indicates balance. That’s fine. You don’t want to change that. It’s the same with Kenaz. Kenaz represents the vital fire of life, the fire of transformation and regeneration. However, what about Eihwaz? Eihwaz represents the driving force to acquire something, providing motivation and a sense of purpose. You could say it represents willpower. What if you reversed it to make Eihwaz Merkstave?”

      Kari bit her lip as she tried to think up an answer, which I realized would be hard for her since runes were not something the people of Nevaria were all that familiar with. There was a reason new Spiritual Techniques were rarely ever invented. The knowledge was, while not lost, incomplete.

      That said, Kari was smart, and in my previous life, she had become an expert on runes after being taught by a Dwoerg named Imig. Given some time and direction, I was certain she would become more accomplished in runes than I was.

      “You would get… the opposite, I guess.” She tilted her head. “Confusion? Destruction?”

      “Yes, that’s it exactly.” I smiled and nodded before writing down the Spiritual Technique directly below the first copy I made, but I reversed Eihwaz to create Eihwaz Merkstave. “If you do this, the power of this Spiritual Technique would easily reach the point where it becomes an A-rank Spiritual Technique.”

      “But… wouldn’t that also make it impossible to control?” asked Kari. “If Eihwaz means reliability and motivation, then the reverse of that means you can’t rely on it.”

      “That is true.” I allowed with a slow nod. “However, if all you want is a powerful attack that can destroy an enemy arrayed against you, do you need control?”

      “That… I guess not,” Kari conceded with a reluctant frown.

      I smiled and nudged her shoulder with my own. “In a duel with another person, you do not wish to kill, using the regular version of Light Force Decimation would work fine if their Spiritual Power doesn’t exceed yours. However, if you are fighting against a B or A-Rank Demon Beast, you don’t want a controlled attack. You want something that can just destroy the frightening enemy before you.”

      It felt a bit odd paraphrasing Kari’s own words back to her, but I kept the sense of irony to myself. I did wonder, however, what Kari would think if she learned that everything I was teaching her now was something she had taught me in the past. She’d probably get excited. Well, she would, provided she actually believed me.

      “You do bring up a good point,” Kari muttered as she bit her lower lip. She glanced at the parchment where I had written the two Spiritual Techniques on top of each other, and then she looked at me. “Can this be modified in other ways?”

      “Indeed, it can,” I said with a smile.

      The two of us spent the next several hours discussing how Spiritual Techniques could be modified by changing the rune circle used in their construction.
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        * * *

      

      Kari left as the sun was beginning to set. I spent the rest of that time cleaning up the library so I didn’t have much to do once it was closing time. When the last person left, I was able to close up within half an hour.

      The sun had already gone down by the time I began traveling home, and the stars were coming out to play. It was fairly dark. Fortunately, several street lamps that used monster cores with a lightning element were placed at ten-meter intervals to help illuminate the street. I walked through the empty streets of Nevaria, taking several turns as I traveled the familiar roads to my home.

      “I hope Lin didn’t leave,” I muttered to myself. Lin had expressed this morning that staying at home by herself was boring, and she had seemed awfully willful, not backing off until I had expressed my concern for her safety. If she left, I was sure it would cause a panic.

      That said, I thought the very fact that no panic seemed to have happened was a good sign.

      I turned a corner. I was just about to continue down this new road when the hairs on the back of my neck prickled. A brief flash of harmful intent washed over me.

      I reacted quickly.

      Leaping back several steps, I was just in time to avoid a burly figure dressed in a black cloak who charged through the spot where I’d been standing. The cloak covered everything. Outside of the fact that this person was quite muscular and obviously a man, I couldn’t figure out anything else.

      “Who are you?” I demanded. I didn’t receive an answer, not that I had expected one.

      The cloaked figure took two steps forward, retracted his hands in a strange, undulating motion, and then thrust both fists forward. A stream of water shot from his fists. The stream was quite fast. If it hit, I was sure it would sweep a normal person off their feet.

      I leapt to the side, allowing the stream to flow past me. Just as my feet touched the ground, warning bells went off inside of my head. I ducked as something sailed by overhead. Several strands of my long hair were cut. I watched the strands as they fluttered to the ground before being blown away by a breeze.

      Turning while still keeping low to the ground, I found a pair of legs directly in front of my face. I looked up to see another cloaked individual.

      “Hup!”

      Using the strength of my legs to push off the ground, I leapt up at a speed that was too fast for this person to keep up with. His foot missed as I moved backward. I came back in and swung my fist upward. A satisfying cracking noise echoed around the empty street as my fist slammed into the underside of this person’s chin.

      A garbled cry of pain emerged from the cloaked figure’s mouth as my attack sent the guy into the air. Blood and a tooth shot out of the cloaked person’s hood. My opponent flew backward in a parabolic arc, struck the ground hard, bounced several times, and rolled to a stop several meters away.

      “ALF!” a cry came from the first cloaked individual who attacked me. “You bastard!!”

      “It’s rich calling someone a bastard for fighting back after you attack him,” I muttered, though it seemed my attacker wasn’t paying any attention to what I said.

      The cloaked figure ran toward me, stopped, and spun around in a circle while extending his left hand. A sphere of water appeared on his palm. As the cloaked man completed his spin, he threw the sphere at me. Of course, while it was pretty quick, the speed at which it moved was nothing compared to someone who could use the Flash Step. What’s more, this technique, like the other one, was probably only a D or perhaps a C-rank Spiritual Technique at the most. Even if I did let it hit me, I doubt it would do any harm.

      While I could have let it strike me, I still dodged the attack. Moving to the left, I avoided the sphere—which struck the ground behind me—bent my knees, and shot forward. I didn’t use the Flash Step for this. There was no need.

      I was within this cloaked man’s guard in seconds. The man let out a startled gasp as he seemed to realize that I was no longer several meters away. He tried to move back, to gain some distance, but I wouldn’t let him.

      I grabbed the sleeve of this man’s cloak, yanked on it, and pulled my enemy forward, right into my waiting knee. A whooshing sound emitted from within the cloak as all the oxygen was expelled from the man’s lungs. My knee was buried in his gut. Removing the knee, I set my foot on the ground, and then spun around and slammed my fist into his face. A loud grunt emerged from the cloak as my knuckles crashed into his cheek. He stumbled but didn’t go down.

      “You’re a stubborn one,” I muttered as I took two steps forward and rabbit punched the man’s throat just as he was recovering. I think my first punch missed his neck. There was a loud crunching sound from within the hood that made me think I’d broken his nose instead. This didn’t deter me. My second punch shot forward and a loud gagging noise emerged from the hood as my opponent stumbled back, raising a hand to his neck.

      Not letting up, I took several steps forward and hooked my right foot behind my opponent’s left foot. I didn’t even need to do anything. His stumbling made him walk right into it. With a quick tug, the cloaked figure fell backward, landing on his butt, and I didn’t hesitate to lift my leg and slam my heel into his face. There was a loud cracking sound that echoed across the street. The man who had attacked me twitched several times before going still.

      Glancing at the man who wasn’t moving, I nodded before turning to the other cloaked individual. He was sitting up. However, from the way his body was swaying, I could tell he was groggy. My uppercut must have rattled his brains.

      I walked over to the man, who didn’t notice my presence until I was right next to him. He looked up at me. His eyes widened just as I launched my foot at him. My foot struck him in the temple, the force causing his body to turn as he hit the ground, another loud cracking noise echoing around me as his head hit the road.

      After waiting for a moment to see if the man would get up, I flipped him onto his back and watched as the hood fell away from his face, revealing this person’s identity. I recognized him. He was one of the two lackeys that was with Grant the other day. In which case, the other person would be his brother.

      “Grant must have ordered them to attack me,” I muttered in a dark voice.

      After feeling a brief surge of anger, I calmed down and thought about what I should do. I didn’t want these two informing Grant about our brief struggle. Not only would it reveal a little of my talent to him, but the news would likely spread and I’d soon become the target for several other families. After all, a peasant had just beaten up two nobles. At the same time, I couldn’t kill them specifically because they were nobles. Their deaths would invite an investigation. I wasn’t confident in my ability to remain inconspicuous if the Nevarian Spiritualists or the Imperial Royal Guard decided to actually perform a thorough investigation into the murder of two nobles.

      “I guess there’s no helping it,” I sighed.

      I grabbed the unconscious man by the cloak and dragged him over to his brother. After removing the hood from his brother, I knelt before them and raised a hand. Pale blue energy emitted from my index finger as I channeled Spiritual Power into it. I placed my finger against the forehead of the first one who attacked me and began writing.

      Isa. Perthro. Algiz. Dagaz Merkstave.

      As I wrote the runes into the man’s forehead, I pushed my Spiritual Power into him. The runes slowly sank into his skin. They disappeared when I finished. Nodding as I saw the runes vanish, I turned to the brother and did the same thing.

      “Okay.” I stood up. “That should keep them from remembering this exchange. I doubt there is anyone in Nevaria who can unblock a Memory-Locking Rune, so I should be safe for now.”

      I looked at the two and briefly wondered if I should do anything else to them, but then I shook my head and walked away. They wouldn’t remember this encounter anyway. There was no need for me to do anything that could incriminate me.

      As I began walking toward my home once again, a strange feeling washed over me, like there were eyes staring into my back. I stopped walking and turned around. Looking at the roofs of the various buildings, I tried to search for the source of this strange feeling. However, I could not find anyone there. What’s more, the feeling had vanished.
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      Grant was in the training hall, a massive room that was at least the size of a well-off commoner’s house. He shuffled along the polished stone floor, moving to a rhythm only he could hear. Every time he moved, he would throw a powerful punch or unleash a swift kick. When he did, fire erupted from his limbs, shooting into the air and burning the ozone.

      Even though it was late at night, he refused to stop training. He was so angry. All he saw was red.

      “That damn peasant!”

      An image appeared in front of him. It was of the calm, indifferent face of that girlish boy who was spending time with his Kari! She wasn’t that brat’s bitch! She was his! His! With a ferocious roar, he threw a punch that sent a plume of fire at the illusory face, causing it to evaporate.

      “How dare he challenge me!”

      Spinning around on the ball of his left foot, Grant threw a reverse heel kick. His heel caught fire, creating a wide arc of bright red flames that didn’t dissipate until well after he had stomped his foot on the floor. More flames erupted from the bottom of his foot. The stone floor turned a blistering red, but it didn’t melt or combust. This floor was made from a special ore that could absorb Spiritual Power to a certain degree.

      With a growl surging in the back of his throat, Grant knelt on the ground and pressed his hands against the floor, which immediately began glowing red as heat surged from his fingertips. He moved them in circular patterns that directed Spiritual Power to his palms. A second later, the heat exploded. Hot air and flames spewed from underneath his hands and feet. Grant was launched into the air, spinning around like an acrobat. His movements generated more fire as he twisted. His body was like a corkscrew that caused innumerable amounts of flame to spew from all over his body, creating a tornado of fire.

      Grant landed on the ground with a fierce stomp. Steam rose from his body. However, he wasn’t injured in the least. His body felt like it was on fire, but it was an energizing flame. He let out a deep breath and smoke poured from his lungs. After settling down, he stood back up and resumed his stance.

      “It seems young Master Grant is still practicing even this late at night. Ke ke. How admirable.”

      At the sound of the grating old voice, Grant ceased training and turned around. “How long are you going to keep hiding in the shadows? Come out.”

      “Ke ke. I am only remaining unobtrusive because I do not wish to disturb you.”

      A cloaked figure walked out from the shadow of a massive column, his body seeming to emerge from within the shadow itself. Very little could be seen of this person. The cloak covered most of his body. Despite the sound of his wizened voice, the cloaked individual stood with his back straight and walked with a vitality found in someone at their physical peak. Even so, Grant could still see the wrinkled green flesh peeking out from the sleeves when the man moved his arms.

      “Skygge,” Grant said. “Did you do as I asked?”

      “I did indeed follow Alf and Arvid as you requested,” the old man named Skygge said. “Just as you asked, they confronted the one called Eryk and proceeded to fight him.”

      “And?” asked Grant.

      “Ke ke. Both of them were beaten to a bloody pulp.” Even though Grant could not see his face, the amusement seeping out of Skygge’s voice was undeniable. “Not only did he beat them with complete ease, he didn’t use a single Spiritual Technique, so I could not get a truly accurate estimation of his abilities.”

      “Tch!” Grant bit his thumb in anger. “I knew those two would be useless!”

      “That might not be completely true. Ke ke. While they failed to force Eryk into revealing any of his abilities, we can still use their defeat to our advantage.”

      Grant removed his thumb from between his teeth and stared at the cloaked man. He tried to peer past that hood of his, but he couldn’t. The space within the hood was pitch black. It was as though the light feared going near this man’s face.

      “What do you mean?” Grant asked.

      Skygge spread his arms out. “We will inform the Himmel Family about the fate of those two. While Alf and Arvid aren’t heirs, they are still members of the Himmel Family, and their humiliation at Eryk’s hands will not be taken lying down, especially if you tell that friend of yours. In fact, you could probably convince Albert to attack him for you. When he does, we can get a measure of the young man’s abilities.”

      Grant crossed his arms and tapped his left index finger against his forearm. He narrowed his eyes in thought. After several seconds of pondering the suggestion, he nodded.

      “I doubt that peasant would be able to defeat Albert, but it’s a good idea. We can use Albert to get rid of that pest for us. Very well. We will do that.”

      “Ke ke. Young Master Grant always makes very sensible choices.” Skygge cackled as he slowly backed away. “I will send one of my puppets to observe him further. Unfortunately, my abilities rely on the darkness, so I will not have much luck spying on him during the day. That boy’s senses are quite sharp. He sensed my presence even though I was using Shadow Walking. I recommend using your family to spy on him when the sun is out.”

      “Fine. I’ll have my Leucht Family keep an eye on him during the day.” Grant frowned at the man. “But you make sure you are also doing your part. My family has aided you for many centuries. I expect you to do as you’re told.”

      “Of course. Of course. Ke ke. Young Master Grant has no need to worry about a thing. My master and I are quite grateful to your family, so we will continue to aid you.”

      Walking back into the shadow of the column he’d emerged from, the man slowly sank into the darkness and disappeared soon after. The only thing that remained was the sound of his laughter.
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        * * *

      

      I returned home to find Lin lying on my bed. She was on her back, staring at the ceiling with an expression that seemed the very definition of bored. Because her tail was so long, it hung off the bed and curled around on the floor. I was once again reminded that she needed clothes when I saw her bare breasts rise and fall with each breath she took.

      “I’m home,” I called out.

      Lin sat up, her eyes brightening a little. “Welcome home, Darling.”

      “You didn’t go out at all, did you?” I slipped out of my boots and wandered into the room.

      “Of course, this princess did not go outside.” Lin appeared put out that I would even have to ask such a question. “She knows better than to randomly wander outside after you told her not to. However, it has been terribly boring being stuck inside of this place. There is nothing to do here.”

      I sent her an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry about that.” I paused for a moment, considering something, and then asked, “Is there something I can do to make up for you being forced to remain inside all day?”

      “I would like to have se—”

      “Anything else?” I interrupted the girl before she could finish that sentence.

      There was silence for several seconds as the Lamia narrowed her eyes in thought. She looked at me, then glanced around the room before, finally, her eyes alighted on the tub.

      “This princess would like to take a bath,” she said at last.

      “I can do that.” I nodded.

      “However, it must be a hot bath,” she continued. “We Lamia are cold-blooded. A cold bath will cause this princess to freeze.”

      Her words made me frown for a moment, but I eventually agreed to letting her have a warm bath. There were methods of heating up bathwater. I would normally use my own Spiritual Power to simply create warm water, but I currently lacked the control for that. It was also possible to heat water using runes, but I didn’t know the rune array for that. Fortunately, there was one method I could use right now. It wouldn’t even be very hard.

      “Wait here while I fill up the bathwater.” I grabbed a large pail, slipped my boots back on, and walked to the door.

      Lin spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “What else is this princess going to do?”

      I traveled down the stairs, which led into a hallway, and then turned and walked toward the back. Emerging from a door, I wandered down the path a short distance to the stream.

      The stream didn’t look like much. A person would more accurately call it a babbling brook. The tranquil water from the stream flowed past the large building I lived in along with several others. It was peaceful. I might have even called it idyllic—at least during the night when no one else was around. Most of the people living in this building were older ladies who had a tendency to gossip while they washed clothes.

      I went back inside after filling up the bucket, dumped it into the tub, and then walked back outside again. I repeated this process numerous times under the watchful eyes of Lin, until the tub was full.

      “Now to heat it,” I murmured.

      I went over to my bookshelf. There was a large drawer that stood next to it. This was a new piece of furniture. Opening the first drawer revealed several different types of monster cores. All of them varied in color from bright red to pale blue, letting me know which element these monster cores were aligned with. I grabbed a red one.

      Going back to the tub, I paused for a moment, sighed, and then channeled my Spiritual Power into the monster core. The D-rank monster core lit up with a bright glow. Heat seeped from between my fingers, steam wafting into the air as the monster core was activated. I dropped the monster core into the bath immediately after activation. It sank to the bottom of the tub, waves of heat emitting from it, causing the bathwater to ripple. Only a few seconds had passed before steam began rising from the water’s surface.

      “That should do it.” I turned to Lin. “The bath is ready for you.”

      Lin could barely contain her excitement. Her body shivered as though she wanted to rush over, but she physically held herself back, and instead slowly slithered up to the bath and myself. She paused before entering to look me in the eye. Her golden orbs contained gratitude, and the elegant smile that blossomed from her lips was something even I had trouble resisting.

      “This princess thanks you, Darling,” she said before climbing it. Because she didn’t have legs, her method of getting in was a bit odd. She first turned around at the edge of the tub, grabbed either side, and then slowly lowered herself into the water until she was resting on her back.

      Because her snake lower half was so large, quite a bit of water seeped over the edge, causing me to release a sigh. I grabbed one of the towels I had just washed the other day and used it to dry the wet floor. I didn’t want the water seeping into the wood panels.

      “This is nice,” Lin sighed as she leaned back and stretched her arms above her head. “It has been so long since this princess has been able to take an actual bath.”

      More than half of her tail was lying on the floor. This tub was only about 1.5 meters long. Lin was over 6 meters long. Her snake half was at the very least 6 meters by itself, so she was probably about 6.4 meters total. There was simply no way for all of her to fit inside, but at least she was able to soak her human torso and her hips in the tub.

      “The fire monster core should last for at least an hour,” I informed her. “Its effects will expire soon after, so don’t stay in too long after that, okay?”

      “Mmm… this princess will get out once the bathwater begins to cool,” Lin murmured, her eyes fluttering closed as she sank into the water until it was up to her nose.

      I ignored Lin for the moment as I went back over to my drawer and gathered several different alchemy ingredients: water snake bone marrow, ten petal sakura blossom, aged water reeds, earthen seven-year roots, and matured underground milk. With all these ingredients in hand, I went over to a small section beside my bed, set them down, and then brought out my alchemy set.

      Despite being offered an advanced alchemy set, I still only used the beginner’s set. My home consisted of a single room that already had very little space. I wasn’t even sure I possessed enough room to set up an advanced alchemy set, which possessed nearly two times more devices than the beginner one.

      The first thing I did was place the ten petal sakura blossom into the mortar. Most sakura blossoms had only five petals. This one had ten, and all of the petals were a good deal larger than the ones found on a normal sakura tree. I mashed up the ten petal sakura blossom into a fine paste, and then added the aged water reeds and mashed those up too. The sakura blossoms were pink, while the reeds were green. The end result was a mushy, light brown paste.

      “What are you doing, Darling?” Lin finally took notice of my activities and called out to me.

      “I’m creating a Bone Strengthening Pill.” I used a stir rod to scrape the paste into the 500 mL beaker, and then I added matured underground milk until it reached the 300 mL mark. I continued speaking as I worked. “It is an alchemy pill that is used in conjunction with a bath. By adding the pill into the water and soaking the nutrients into my body, my bones will become refined and strengthen to many times what they are now.”

      “Why must you strengthen your bones?” asked Lin.

      “Because human bones are brittle. It is very easy to break them, especially if you push your body really hard. Currently, everything else in my body is strong. My muscles, skin, and organs have all become very durable thanks to the Body Forging Pills I have been using. However, my bones are still weak.”

      As I spoke, I stirred the mixture in the beaker until it became a light silvery brown. Once finished, I grabbed a small disc made from the monster core of a fire elemental monster, activated it, and set it underneath the beaker. While waiting for the mixture to come to a boil, I took the earthen seven-year roots and used a small knife to shave them into numerous peelings.

      The liquid had come to a boil while I was shaving the earthen seven-year roots. I grabbed a few and tossed them in. The moment the shavings touched the boiling water, they emitted a low hiss. Steam rose from them as they melted and coagulated into the mixture. Their addition didn’t change the color of the concoction, but a faint sulfurous scent did begin wafting from within the beaker. I tried not to grimace.

      “You humans are very fragile,” Lin muttered.

      “The upper body of a Lamia is not that much stronger than a human’s,” I argued, grabbing the water snake bone marrow. While it was called water snake bone marrow, it was actually one of the ribs belonging to a Water Snake, a C-Rank Demon Beast found in freshwater rivers and lakes.

      “Hmmm… this princess must admit that you have a point,” Lin agreed, though she sounded reluctant. Twisting her body around, she placed her forearms on the lip of the tub, rested her chin on her forearms, and watched me with an interested expression.

      I placed one part of the rib on the mortar and bashed it several times with the pestle. Nothing happened at first, but I began applying more strength, and cracks formed on the surface soon enough. Once a hole appeared in the bone, I ceased trying to break it. I took the bone, cracked the top part off, and tipped the now broken end over the bubbling concoction in the beaker.

      A gel-like ooze slowly spilled out. It dripped into the beaker and emitted a sizzling hiss as puffs of smoke emerged from the contents. I used a stir rod to scrape out all of the bone marrow, and then used that same rod to stir the contents. What had once been a light brown liquid with a silver tint soon turned a slight blue. I deactivated the monster core, grabbed the beaker, and dumped the contents into the cauldron. Only about half the cauldron was filled.

      I took a deep breath as I grabbed the cauldron, preparing myself for the next part: refining the pill.

      Refining an alchemy pill was a matter of willpower. Alchemists would direct their Spiritual Power into the cauldron, enforcing their will upon the ingredients to compress it into a compact pill shape. It didn’t require much Spiritual Power, but it did take a lot of concentration.

      As Spiritual Power surged from my hands, I willed the liquid in the cauldron to change shape. The contents bubbled and sizzled. Sparks flashed. Slowly but surely, the liquid seemed to shrink, even though the amount in the cauldron didn’t actually change. It was just being compressed like when a powerful natural force exerted a great deal of pressure on an object. In other words, it had the same amount of mass. It was just the volume that was decreasing.

      After sixty seconds of refining, the liquid transformed into a pill the size of my palm that rested on the bottom of the cauldron. It looked like a light blue pill at first. However, when I picked it up and held it to the light, I could see gentle ripples located on the inside. There were ten ripples in total.

      “Done,” I said with a relieved sigh.

      “This princess is also finished taking a bath,” Lin said, slowly climbing out of the water. Goosebumps broke out on her body before I handed her a towel, which she used to quickly dry off. Her hair was still wet as she walked over to me just as I was putting away the Bone Strengthening Pill.

      “It is quite late,” she said at last. “This princess believes it is time for bed.”

      “Yeah…” I agreed before pausing. “Wait. What should our sleeping arrangements be like?”

      The frown Lin gave me, like I had said something stupid, made me return her frown with one of my own. The Lamia crossed her arms.

      “What do you mean by ‘sleeping arrangements’? Obviously, you and this princess shall be sleeping together.”

      “Yeah… that’s not going to happen.”

      “And why not?” The Lamia girl narrowed her eyes. “You and this princess have been sleeping together ever since you let her live with you.”

      “That was because I thought you were a normal snake,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. “There are numerous reasons why I can’t sleep with you now.”

      “And those would be?”

      “One: You are a Lamia. Two: I do not love you. Three: I am in love with someone else and do not want to betray her.”

      As I spoke, I held up my hand and extended a finger with each point I made. Lin shifted her stare from my hand to my face several times, the frown on her own face growing.

      “This princess does not understand why any of those points should matter,” she said at last. “Does being a Lamia make this princess ineligible for you to sleep with her? Does love factor into us sleeping together? This princess has already said you may have concubines. She will not get upset or jealous that you have someone else for whom you feel affection toward.”

      “Number two and number three kind of go hand in hand here.” I rubbed my tired face. “I won’t sleep with someone I don’t love. Furthermore, I love someone else, so I won’t betray her by sleeping with you. As for you being a Lamia…” I trailed off for a short second, and then shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter to me. You being a Lamia wouldn’t be a problem if I loved you. However, the only reason I let you sleep in my bed before was because I thought you were an ordinary snake. If I’d known you were a Lamia, I would not have let you sleep with me.”

      My words caused Lin’s face to grow increasingly sullen. Her eyes grew dim. Along with her rejected expression, her shoulders began slumping, until it looked like a great weight was pressing down on them.

      I felt bad for being so harsh. However, I thought these things needed to be said. I ignored the problem this morning because I hadn’t been able to get my head on straight, but now that we were in this situation, I needed to be firm.

      “Then are you planning to kick this princess out?” she asked, golden eyes growing even dimmer at the thought.

      I clenched my hands. Thinking about this logically, I probably should kick her out. She was a Lamia who had somehow decided I was going to be her husband, without giving a single thought to my opinion on the matter. At the same time, while it would be easier on me if I did remove her from my home, I also knew that she had nowhere else to go. Kicking her out after having already taken her in was something only the most heartless of individuals would do. There was also the fact that she’d probably be killed by the Nevarian Spiritualists if I did kick her out. They’d likely mistake her for a new breed of Demon Beast.

      After thinking about this situation for several moments, all I could do was sigh. I decided that I would need to find a new home—an actual home with multiple rooms where individuals could sleep alone. Then she could have her own bedroom, and I wouldn’t have to worry about our sleeping arrangements.

      “No,” I sighed. “I’m not going to kick you out.”

      Lin’s eyes brightened at my words.

      That night, while Lin slept with her tail wrapped around my body like a tourniquet, I decided that immediately after my meeting with Feinrea tomorrow, I would begin looking for a new home.
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        * * *

      

      Kari sat in the stone bath of her private bathing room. Steam rose from the surface as she kept her eyes closed and allowed the fragrance of medicine to gently pervade her nose, relaxing her mind. Some of the steam coagulated on her breasts, forming water droplets that slid down the valley of her cleavage, but she barely paid the adventurous drops any mind. Her thoughts were elsewhere.

      Relaxing in the tub had become a lot more enjoyable as of late, mostly because of the alchemy pills Eryk had refined for her. Not only did they ease the tension in her body, but they also relaxed her mind and enhanced her physical condition. Maybe it was just an illusion. However, as she sat there in the tub, Kari could swear she felt her body growing stronger with each passing second.

      At some point, the red hue of the tub vanished as all the medicinal ingredients were absorbed into her skin. That was when Kari stood up and slowly walked out of the tub. She padded across the stone tiles, water dripping from her body and onto the floor, before she grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her torso. She grabbed another one for her hair.

      The steam still rising from the stone tub that was embedded into the floor made it difficult to dry off, so Kari left her private bathing room and wandered into her bedroom. Tiles shifted to carpet. The soft thump of her feet reverberated against the material as the cool air hit her body. The sudden shift from hot to cold brought a slight chill to her skin, causing goosebumps to break out on her flesh, but she ignored that and walked over to her armoire.

      Donning a pink nightgown that went down to her feet, Kari finally turned and studied herself in the mirror.

      Many people had often called her an exquisite beauty. The number of compliments she had received from nobles, peers, and common folk alike was uncountable. She couldn’t go a day without at least ten people complimenting her appearance. However, none of those compliments had ever made her feel pretty.

      Eryk made her feel beautiful.

      Objectively, she was aware of her own beauty. However, her looks had never really mattered to her until she had met Eryk. Where before she used to throw on whatever clothing she saw first, now she actually thought about what she should wear before heading to the library. She wanted to look good in front of him. That was why some of her clothing had been more revealing as of late.

      The thought made her blush, but it soon left as a frown replaced it.

      “Fay also loves him,” she murmured to herself.

      While the knowledge that Eryk had turned Fay down made her heart soar, it also made her chest ache. She could tell that he was conflicted. What’s more, Fay had been her dearest friend until a few years ago. She knew being rejected would hurt the girl she dearly wished to befriend again. More than anything else, perhaps even more than being with Eryk, Kari wanted to rekindle the cherished friendship she used to have with the fiery-haired girl.

      “I should talk to her when I get the chance,” Kari concluded with a nod.

      Turning away from her reflection in the mirror, she walked over to the window at the other end of her room, and placed a hand on the windowsill. She gazed at the city of Nevaria far below, and then lifted her gaze even further, toward the Demon Beast Mountain Range, which she wished to one day explore.

      “Maybe one day I can even explore it with Eryk and Fay,” she said with a smile.

      The twin moons shone brightly overhead and cast a pale glow on her face.
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            Looking for a House

          

        

      

    

    
      The area surrounding Midgard was known as the Northern Plains. It was a vast space that supposedly spread out for ten million square kilometers. In this regard, at least, it was not that much smaller than the Endless Desert.

      Of course, the arbitrary numbers were mere estimates. No one truly knew how vast the Northern Plains or the Endless Desert really were.

      There were many cities, towns, and villages along the way to Midgard. These areas where humans and other sentient species gathered and formed communities ranged in size from being no more than maybe a couple thousand people to consisting of millions of individuals. During this time, Kari and I had experienced and witnessed many new sights.

      The architecture of the Northern Plains was very different from Nevaria, which consisted of buildings made from logs and stone. Many of the buildings here were made of a substance called stucco, which was a material made from aggregates, a binder, and water. A lot of these buildings tended to have unique decorations as well. Motifs designed along the interior and exterior of buildings were not an unusual sight in these communities.

      Our current location was a city called Vahn. It was a large city that had even more people than Nevaria before it was destroyed. The buildings were all packed closely together and made from geometric shapes like squares and rectangles. Many of these buildings featured flat roofs. I could see people lounging on these roofs when I looked up.

      Vahn was built around a mountain, an inactive volcano. This caused the city to be built in tiers like a layered cake. The first tier spread out from the foot of the mountain, with each tier after that being built one level up. The top of the mountain featured something like a temple. There was a large structure up there, which was more majestic than anything else I’d seen in a long time. It could easily compare to the Imperial Royal Palace back in Nevaria.

      “Look at all these buildings.” Kari was staring at the numerous buildings with a sparkle in her eyes. It was as though her eyes had captured the luster of the twin moons at night. “I wonder how old they are. Do you think the architecture of this region is based on ancient or more modern building techniques?”

      “Most of the buildings look new,” I responded. “However, I can see a few that appear to have been refurbished.”

      “Which building should we check out first?” asked Kari.

      “Let’s find a place to sleep for the night first,” I laughed. Kari looked like she could barely restrain herself.

      I made sure to keep a tight hold of Kari’s hand, both so we wouldn’t get separated, but also so she wouldn’t run off. Given the looks she was sending the buildings we passed, I was sure she’d forget herself and rush into one of them. Kari had always wanted to travel the world and explore new things. I guess coming to a city that was vastly different from Nevaria held the same appeal to her as ancient ruins.

      We asked for some directions to an inn from a random passerby and were told to travel to a place called the Warrior’s Refuge. It was a large building that stood at least three-stories tall. Motifs decorated the outside walls, each one so impressive I wondered if they had been created by a famous artisan. Most of the motifs depicted a variety of warriors with burly bodies and bushy beards. There were also some warrior women decked in armor as they slayed Demon Beasts with swords, shields, and spears.

      I swear it looked like Kari had hearts in her eyes.

      “W-what wonderful architecture! The design is so symmetrical and fluid, and those motifs give this place a powerful aesthetic!” She turned to me. “Isn’t this building beautiful, Eryk?!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh as I leaned down and kissed her. “It is. However, before you start hyperventilating, let’s go inside and grab a room.”

      “You’re right. Let’s go.”

      Leading me by the hand, Kari dragged me through a set of sturdy-looking wooden doors.

      The room we entered appeared to be a bar or restaurant of some sort. Illuminated by the glow of numerous lightning element monster cores that hung from the ceiling were quite a number of round tables. There were a lot of people seated at these tables. Several groups of armored men laughed as they drank ale and wine. They looked unruly with their flushed faces and raucous laughter, but I never judged a book by its cover. That said, I couldn’t help but think they were mercenaries thanks to their worn-out armor.

      A number of waitresses walked between tables, serving meals and treating customers. Some of those customers would try to flirt with the waitresses. However, I could tell after one man became a little too grabby that they were not normal women. I watched in something resembling awe when, after a man grabbed the ass of a passing waitress, she grabbed the offending limb, yanked the man out of his chair, and slammed him into the floor. A pained squeal erupted from his mouth as his arm was painfully pulled out of its socket.

      The other patrons laughed.

      “Ha! That idiot must be new! Everyone knows you don’t touch the waitresses here!”

      “What a fool! Gya ha ha! Did he really think he could lay his hands on a woman like Lexi and not suffer the consequences?”

      “I can only shake my head at that man’s stupidity. Everyone knows that all the waitresses here are powerful Spiritualists. Only a moron would try something.”

      Kari and I watched as the waitress who’d dislocated the poor fool’s shoulder dragged the whimpering man to the door and tossed him outside. As she clapped her hands as though ridding them of dust, she noticed us and turned around. There was a cheerful smile on her face. It was like the whole incident with that man had never happened.

      “Hello! Welcome to the Warrior’s Refuge! Are you two here to eat or rest?”

      “Uh…” It took me a moment to regain my bearings. “Well, sort of. We definitely plan on eating soon, but we’re also here to rent a room for the night.”

      “You’re in luck! I believe we still have several rooms available! I’ll talk with Demeter and make sure that’s still the case. In the meantime, why don’t you two sit down anywhere you’d like? Someone will come by in just a bit to take your order!”

      “Thank you,” Kari and I said with a smile.

      “Tee-hee. You two said that at the same time. So cute.”

      With those parting words, the woman walked back into the crowded bar. We watched her as she greeted several passing patrons, who appeared to be regulars from the familiar tone they spoke to her with, and then disappeared through a door in the back. Once she was gone, we looked at each other.

      “I guess we should just sit anywhere,” I said.

      “Let’s find an empty table,” Kari agreed.

      We wandered into the crowded area, catching the eyes of quite a few people, though I realized most of them were not looking at me. There were more men here than women. All those men were staring at Kari. I couldn’t rightly blame them.

      At this moment, Kari was wearing one of the outfits she had gotten in the Endless Desert. Her top was a black and gold cloth that wrapped around her chest and back in an X-pattern. It went all the way around her body, and then came back to the front where it moved over her hips and formed another X in the front. Two long tails extended from the front and back of her clothing like a gown, swaying with the motion of her walk.

      “Who is that?”

      “I’ve never seen clothes like that before.”

      “Damn, that woman is fine. You think she’d drink with me if I offered?”

      “No dice. Check out the guy with her. They’re obviously together.”

      “Huh?! That’s a guy?! I thought it was a really manly girl!”

      I twitched at the last comment made by the peanut gallery, but I did my best to ignore them. Even now, after my body had been hardened and strengthened by the harsh environment and a lot of training, I still had a feminine appearance. This wasn’t the first time I had been mistaken for a girl. It probably wouldn’t be the last time either.

      Kari and I eventually found an empty table and sat down. Once we did, most of the patrons ignored us and restarted their original conversations. I sighed in relief. After having spent two years in the Endless Desert, I wasn’t used to being around so many people. Only a few of the cities we had been to in the Endless Desert had a lot of people, and while some of them were quite bustling, we spent more time traveling through the vast and empty dunes than we did the cities.

      Judging by the uncomfortable expression Kari wore, she was feeling the same way.

      Several minutes after we sat down, a plucky young waitress came up to our table.

      “Hey, there! My name is Jezabell! What can I get you two?”

      “We don’t know,” I said for the two of us. “This is our first time here. What do you recommend?”

      “Oh! First timers, huh? Well, in that case, I definitely recommend our Lava Crab Special!”

      I glanced at Kari. She tilted her head for a moment, her appearance thoughtful, and then she nodded.

      “We’ll have that,” I said to the waitress.

      “Okay! That’s two Lava Crab Specials! Would you like anything to drink?”

      “Just water please,” Kari said.

      “Got it! Just wait right here! Your orders will be up in a jiff!”

      As the cheerful girl walked off with a skip in her step, Kari and I turned our attention to the numerous people sitting around us. I glanced at a group of women several tables behind Kari. They were decked from head to toe in barbaric-looking armor with fur lining the outside. It looked uncomfortably hot in the sort of mild weather found in this region, but it also gave them an intimidating aura.

      All of them were looking at me.

      Several of them licked their lips.

      I grimaced.

      “Is something wrong, Eryk?” asked Kari when she noticed my actions.

      “Naw.” I sighed. “I’m just experiencing what it feels like to be a piece of prime beef hanging in front of a butcher’s store.”

      Kari tilted her head in obvious confusion, but she didn’t ask me to clarify. Instead, the two of us began listening into the various conversations going on around us. Most of them seemed to be the latest rumors about events that were happening within the city, but there was also some information being bandied out about ruins located some distance from Vahn, which caught Kari’s attention and caused her to listen in like a typical eavesdropper.

      “Hey, did you guys hear about those cultists who appeared several years ago? I heard a rumor they’ve returned,” a voice said somewhere to my left.

      “Oh, yeah. I think I heard something about shadowy figures that were exploring the ruins all across the Northern Plains. Didn’t they show up after the Six Great Sects Tournament? Rumor has it there are these people dressed in cloaks so big it hides their entire bodies. I heard they recently began inhabiting one of the ruins in the Evergreen Forest,” another voice said.

      “Those are the ones. There’s another rumor going around that they’ve been kidnapping people from small towns and villages all across the Northern Plains. No one knows what happens to those people who’ve been taken. No one hears from them ever again.”

      “Kidnappings, huh? What do you think they’re kidnapping people for?”

      “Don’t know, but it’s pretty creepy if you ask me.”

      “Come on, man. All of that is just a rumor. Shit like that gets spread around all the time. I doubt anything like that is happening. Midgard’s Six Great Sects would have put a stop to it.”

      “I don’t know. I heard Lady Alexis and Lord Rainere were grievously injured the last time they appeared…” The voice who’d first spoken didn’t sound convinced.

      “There’s no way that’s true. They’re the strongest people in the Northern Plains. I hear Lady Alexis even reached the Third State of Spiritualism when she was fourteen years old.”

      We stopped listening into the conversation when our food arrived, and the two of us conversed as we ate. I put the knowledge I had acquired about the cultists out of my mind. I had no way of knowing that in the years to come this so-called cult would turn out to not be a cult at all, but would eventually become one of the greatest banes of my existence.
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        * * *

      

      The day after deciding that I needed to find an actual house with enough room to accommodate at least two people, I found myself visiting the Alchemist Association. It was late in the afternoon and I had just gotten off work from the library. Ms. Nadine had sensed that something was wrong with me and asked if I was feeling okay before I left. It must have been the bags under my eyes.

      I hadn’t been able to sleep much last night. The reason for that was obviously the Lamia girl, Lin, who had been living with me since before I realized she was a Lamia. Since I had taken her in, I couldn’t throw her out. I mean, I could, but the guilt I’d have felt from doing so would have been more than I could bear. However, we only had one bed, and it wasn’t even that big.

      We’d had no choice but to share it.

      Sleeping with a beautiful Lamia was something of a novel experience. I wouldn’t say it was unpleasant. Lin had wrapped her tail around my body like we were lovers. At the same time, she had snuggled herself against me, pushing her bare breasts into my arm, which had been pinned to my side by her tail. As a cold-blooded creature, her body had been a little chilly, but I would at least admit to myself that I had enjoyed it.

      The problem I had about sleeping with Lin was partly because it was so enjoyable, but it was also because I loved Kari. While I had allowed her to share my bed because we only had the one, I didn’t want this to become a habit.

      Everyone in the Alchemist Association was hard at work when I arrived. The stands inside of the walled-off square were bustling with a lot more people than the first time I had come there. People in rich mauve alchemist robes stood behind their booths and sold off the pills they had made, smiling as each jar filled with pills was exchanged for quite a few valis.

      Most of the people buying alchemy pills were obviously Spiritualists, which I could tell not only because I could sense their Spiritual Power, but also because they were wearing armor. Gleaming breastplates shone in the light. The clothing underneath was made mostly from wool, thick and durable. Vambraces and greaves protected their forearms and shins. Each person had a weapon of some kind either strapped to their back or hanging at their waist.

      I ignored these people, wove my way through the crowd, and entered the main building through the double doors. It didn’t take long for me to reach the Refining Hall on the second floor. There were a lot more alchemists present than I remembered from last time. I counted at least thirty new faces.

      Feinrea was not in the Refining Hall. I figured she was in her office, so I walked around the edge of the room to avoid disturbing the alchemists working. I knocked on the door when I reached her office at the other end of the room.

      “It’s open,” a voice called from inside.

      I entered the room and found Feinrea hard at work. Her desk had been cleared of parchment to make room for her advanced alchemy set. Several of the beakers and flasks were filled with various glowing liquids. Feinrea was studying each of them, a pair of glasses sitting on the bridge of her nose. She would stir some of the liquids, add some new ingredients that changed the color, and then nod before grabbing a small quill and jotting down notes in a leather-bound book.

      “You seem to be hard at work,” I said as I walked further into the room.

      “Eryk.” Feinrea greeted me with a smile. “Ever since you taught me how to make those alchemy pills, I have been experimenting with the various effects and reactions that certain ingredients have to each other. For example, it seems that you cannot mix ingredients with the flame and water elements together without a catalyst to act as a coagulant. Since the two elements are in opposition to each other, you need to use a non-elemental base that can subdue the violent reaction that happens when you mix them.”

      I nodded a little at her words, but I didn’t comment too much on them. I wasn’t really an alchemist. I could refine alchemy pills, but I only knew how to make specific pills because they were something I needed to know how to make at the time. I had never studied the various reactions in depth. All the knowledge I had came because of necessity and not actual interest, unlike Feinrea who seemed to live, breathe, and dream alchemy.

      Feinrea was what I would have called a true alchemist. She could spend hours researching the various effects that happened when certain ingredients were mixed together, jotting them down in her leather-bound book, and mixing more ingredients to see how they interacted. I was certain that it wouldn’t be long before she began refining original alchemy pills.

      “Are you here because you need more ingredients?” asked Feinrea.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m actually here to learn about how the Alchemist Association is doing… and also because I am thinking of buying a house.”

      “A house?” Feinrea blinked, startled by my sudden proclamation, but then she shrugged as if it didn’t concern her. “In that case, I assume you are here for your share of the valis we’ve accrued. You are in luck. Within the last two weeks, the Alchemist Association finally began churning out a real profit. It seems the alchemy pills we’ve been creating have finally caught on. We’ve reached a point where I’ve had to hire on a lot more people to help with the refining process.”

      “I noticed,” I said. “It seems your brother and a few others are teaching the new alchemists how to refine pills.”

      “Those new students are nowhere near the point where they can work efficiently,” Feinrea admitted. “However, I am hoping they will be able to refine some of the pills within at least the next month. If they can’t, we won’t be able to keep up with the demand.”

      I spoke with her for a little while longer, but I couldn’t afford to stay for too long. Once I learned how the Alchemist Association was doing, Feinrea moved over to a safe that was sitting behind her desk. She undid the lock on the safe and pulled out a large bag of valis.

      “This is your cut of the profits.” She set the bag on the desk, which produced a jingling sound that could only come from money or metal clicking together. “Our current profits for the last two weeks equaled about 600,000 valis, which is more than our combined annual income for the last ten years. After subtracting the cost of the ingredients, our own cut, and the cut that the Valstine Family received, your cut comes to about 150,000 valis.”

      After buying clothes for myself, I had 50,900 valis from when I auctioned off the Five Finger Flame Whip Technique at the Valstine Family’s Auction House. With this, I now had 200,900 valis. I didn’t know how much a house would cost, but I was pretty sure this amount would be more than sufficient.

      “Thank you,” I said as I gratefully accepted the bag.

      Feinrea smiled as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The action was elegant, but it also caused her massive bust to heave. Maybe it was a consequence of her own absent mindedness, but she didn’t seem to be wearing breast bindings like most women did. If that fabric wasn’t so thick, I was sure I’d be able to see her nipples.

      “We should be thanking you. My Alchemist Association was on the verge of collapse when you showed up. Had you not done so, we would have likely disbanded within the year.”

      I nodded. After seeing the state they had been in when I first arrived to buy that alchemy set, I could only conclude that she was probably right.

      “In either event,” Feinrea continued, “If you want to buy a house, I recommend finding a landowner who has properties for sale. Your best bet will likely be the Eieren Family. They’re one of the Three Heavenly Families. Unlike the Leucht and Kriger Families, who focus almost entirely on maintaining their martial prowess, the Eieren Family is best known for owning a lot of real estate. I can give you a map that displays all of their businesses, if you’d like?”

      “I would appreciate that,” I said.

      Feinrea went over to a shelf on her left, grabbed a scroll from one of the cubby holes, and walked back over.

      Her desk was still covered by her alchemy set, so she had to place the scroll on the edge. It turned out to be a map of Nevaria. It was a basic map that showed roads and buildings, along with several historical landmarks like the statue of Nevaria’s founder located in Merchant Square. Feinrea took her quill again, dipped it in a bottle of ink, and circled several of the buildings, which were represented by squares and rectangles.

      “Here.” She handed me the scroll after rolling it up. “I’ve marked down the buildings where the Eieren Family does business. If you go to any one of these locations and tell them you are looking to buy a house, they should be able to help you.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded to her. “I really appreciate the help.”

      I was a little surprised Feinrea knew about the Eieren Family’s business locations, but upon further thought, I realized she probably did business with them. I didn’t know much about them, but I was sure the Eieren Family had their hands in many different businesses.

      “Not at all.” Feinrea gave me a warm look. “Come to me anytime you need help.”

      I thanked her again and soon left the Alchemist Association, but I didn’t head straight to one of the Eieren Family’s business centers. As much as I wanted to hurry up and buy a house, there were other things I needed to do that were just as important. Fay was likely waiting for me at our new training spot. I couldn’t neglect her training or my own.
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        * * *

      

      Our training had completely changed. Where before Fay and I would work on building our strength, stamina, and speed, and strengthening our Spiritual Pathways, now we were working on practicing Spiritual Techniques and exhausting our Spiritual Power to increase our capacity. To that end, I had Fay practicing the Flash Step.

      While the Flash Step was easy to learn, it was hard to master. The difficulty of the Flash Step lay in the precise control required to move from one point to another at incredibly high speeds, training your eyesight to clearly see while moving at high speeds, and training your brain and body to respond quickly during high-speed movements. Currently, Fay was still having trouble landing on the exact point of her target. Either she overshot the target or she didn’t move far enough.

      “It’s very frustrating,” she said as the two of us sat and relaxed. We’d been training for about three hours. Both of us had already exhausted our Spiritual Power and taken a Spiritual Recovery Pill. While the pill helped refill our reserves, the two of us discussed the Flash Step.

      “It certainly can be.” I nodded as I leaned against a tree. “Aside from requiring precise control, you also need to have very sharp eyes so you don’t miss your target. It takes a lot of effort and hard work to really master.”

      “You don’t seem to have a problem,” Fay muttered a soft complaint. The unconfident expression on her face said that she was almost certain she’d never master this technique.

      I’d seen this look on her before. It was the same look she’d given me after I turned her down. The expression of hopelessness seemed to appear during times of hardship, but it also slipped out whenever she thought I wasn’t looking.

      I smiled. “I also created this technique myself. However, even I had issues when I first began using it. You are honestly really lucky. You haven’t broken a single bone while trying to learn the Flash Step.”

      “I suppose you have a point,” Fay admitted.

      A moment of silence passed between us. The gentle sounds of the forest echoed all around: the chirping of songbirds, the sound of crickets, the croaking of frogs, all of it blended together to create a soft music. It was almost enough to put me to sleep.

      As I sat there, I glanced at Fay, who sat close enough that she was right by my side, but far enough that she wasn’t touching me. I wondered if she was doing this on purpose. It felt like she was trying to discover what our boundaries were. She had yet to sit close enough that our thighs touched, but she had been sitting just a little closer with each day that passed. I wondered if she knew I was onto her.

      I discarded the thought moments later. Fay was too straightforward, so I doubted she was capable of this kind of subtlety. It was more than likely that she was unaware of what she was doing.

      “Hey, Fay,” I began suddenly, “are you planning to enter the Spiritualist Grand Tournament?”

      While Fay looked surprised, she still nodded. “I am. The Spiritualist Grand Tournament is an important event that can grant people a lot of prestige. Spiritualists who prove themselves to be strong are often given more power than other people.” She looked at the canopy of leaves above our heads as her fingers dug lightly into the ground. “If I can prove my strength during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, then I will be able to properly decline the Leucht Family’s marriage arrangements.”

      “When I first met you, you were training for this, right?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I see.”

      I think I was beginning to understand more about Fay’s desperation back then. The Leucht Family had appeared suddenly—just as the Valstine Family’s financial problems and desperation had reached their peak—and then presented the family with a hard-to-refuse offer in exchange for having Fay marry Grant Leucht as his Second Wife. Of course, the Valstines had refused, but that only caused more problems. The Leucht Family put pressure on their businesses.

      In a desperate gambit, Fay had begun training so she could enter the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. There was just one problem: Fay’s Spiritual Pathways had not been very big. During her training, she’d shoved too much Spiritual Power through them, which resulted in her pathways getting blocked. That was how she’d gotten Spiritual Poisoning.

      Fortunately, I had come along before the Spiritual Poisoning could cripple her. Now her Spiritual Pathways were wide enough and strong enough to withstand having plenty of Spiritual Power pushed through them. I still shuddered a bit when I remembered how bad things had been before I cured her.

      A part of me wondered what had happened to Fay in my previous life, but the rest of me didn’t want to know.

      “You are also entering the tournament, right?” Fay asked suddenly. When I looked in her direction, I saw her wearing a smile that was both pleased and resigned. “I heard about what happened between you and Grant Leucht.”

      “So you’ve already heard about that, huh?” I scratched the back of my head. “It’s only been a few days since that happened.”

      Fay shrugged. “The Nevarian rumor mill is very impressive. Word of what happened spread to most of the noble families within a day. I myself learned about what happened just last night.” She paused for a moment, and then spoke in a hesitant voice. “I heard that the bet you made was over the marriage between Lady Kari and myself to Grant Leucht. That if you won, he would have to cease his marriage talks with our two families and never bother us again.”

      “That is correct,” I admitted.

      “And also…” Fay continued in an even softer voice, “there was a rumor that you were accompanied by Lady Kari when it happened.”

      “That is also true.” While I hesitated for a moment, I saw no point in hiding what happened. It was impossible to hide a truth like this.

      “The person you love… is her, right? Lady Kari?”

      “… Yes.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I met her some time before I met you. She had been visiting the library where I work, and we ended up talking. We’ve been seeing each other every day that she doesn’t have classes or training. I fell in love with her during that time.”

      Fay nodded without speaking. I closed my eyes because I didn’t want to look at her, to see the possible dejection on her face. Every time I saw that rejected expression she wore, my chest ached. I wished I could make her happy. I wanted her to be happy. However, I had already given my love to another person.

      “You should know that I still haven’t given up.” I opened my eyes and looked at Fay as she spoke. She didn’t look away from me, but I noticed how she clenched her hands around fistfuls of dirt. “I won’t give up on making you fall in love with me. You can reject me a hundred times, and I will just come back a hundred more times.”

      “I really do admire that determination of yours,” I muttered softly. “I can’t stop you if this is what you want, but I wish you would look for love elsewhere. You deserve to be with someone who will treat you like a queen.”

      Fay’s eyes went wide. She looked absolutely shocked. The expression only lasted for a moment, then she turned her head, redness spreading from her neck all the way to the roots of her hair.

      A moment of silence passed between us. Fay coughed into her hand.

      “Y-you are right. I do deserve someone like that.” Fay’s embarrassed response caused me to chuckle, but that noise became lodged in my throat with her next words. “However, the only man I want to share my life with is the one sitting next to me right now.”

      A silence appeared after her words. Fay, seemingly having said her piece, stood up and stretched her arms. She was no longer wearing the weighted vest, which didn’t have much of a use right now. Her current outfit was one I had seen her wear before. It was a sleeveless green shirt that showed off her stomach and had a large dip around the chest. She wore a pair of simple shorts that hugged her hips. Adorning her legs were brown boots.

      “I’m going to begin training again,” Fay said.

      “I guess that means I should begin training again too.” I stood up.

      The two of us wandered off to our separate training fields. However, while I trained hard, a small part of me couldn’t help but constantly replay Fay’s words in my head.
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        * * *

      

      I was lucky. One of the Eieren Family’s business centers was only half an hour from my current residence. After leaving the still-sleeping Lamia girl in my bed, I traveled to the building where the family did their business.

      It was a simple building made of stone, only one-story tall, and possessing a gabled roof made of ceramic tiles. Perhaps due to this building being owned and operated by one of the Three Heavenly Families, it had glass windows instead of wooden shutters. Since glass was a precious commodity, only wealthy families and businesses could afford to have them.

      I walked into the building and found that it was mostly empty. There were only a few people present. I glanced at the middle-aged man speaking with a young female dressed in a nice tunic. The man’s clothing was more threadbare than a noble’s but still decent. He was probably a middle-class merchant. The woman, on the other hand, looked like a member of the Eieren Family. She had a polite “business smile” like the kind you see on people who provide services to others.

      “Excuse me,” a voice said in my ear. I turned around to find a young man in a similar tunic to the woman standing a few meters from me. He was smiling. “I noticed you walk in. Can I assume you are here to buy a house?”

      “That is correct,” I said.

      “In that case, please come this way.” The man gestured toward a door several meters away. “It will be easier for us to talk if we are not standing in front of the door.”

      “Of course.”

      I followed the man over to the door, which he opened and gestured for me to enter. I did. The man then walked a short distance to another door. This one led to a small office space. It didn’t have much. There was a desk, a cabinet, and that was about it. While the room was neither large nor ostentatiously decorated, the soft carpet beneath my shoes was obviously the kind primarily found within a noble’s manor.

      The young man sat behind the desk.

      “Now then,” he began, “what kind of house are you looking for?”

      “I’m not too picky about the details,” I said. “I am looking for something in the northern section of Nevaria, preferably one that is within a few minutes walking distance from the Nadine Library. I’d like this house to have at least two bedrooms, a bathing room if possible, a kitchen, and a gathering room with a fireplace.”

      “Fortunately, we have plenty of homes like that available,” the man said. “What kind of price range are you looking at?”

      I needed several seconds to think about that. At this moment, I had 200,000 valis to spend, but I didn’t want to spend all of it on a house. You never knew what might happen in the future, so it was important to save valis whenever you could.

      “I currently have 50,000 valis to spend,” I finally said.

      The young man looked quite shocked. His eyes widened and his mouth opened, but no sounds came out. I wondered what in the nine realms his problem was, but then he took a deep breath, centered himself, and smiled.

      “That is quite a bit of valis, good sir. With that much money, I can definitely find a great house that will meet all of your needs.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but the gleam in this man’s eyes sent a shiver down my spine. I really hoped I wouldn’t come to regret my decision to go house shopping.
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      Liten was located about a two week’s journey from Vahn. It was not a large town. In fact, I wasn’t even sure I would call it a town so much as a hamlet. There were barely a hundred buildings altogether, none of which possessed more than two stories. The largest building was actually the inn. Even the mayor’s house was minuscule.

      Kari and I had arrived at this tiny place the other day and located an inn that we could spend the night at. There was only one inn. It was not very big. The two-story building consisted of twelve rooms that were all the same size, about 150 square meters or so. While the rooms were small, all of them were furnished with a bed, a dresser, a nightstand, and a desk in the far corner. There were, unfortunately, no baths. However, we had grown used to not using baths after living in the Endless Desert for several years thanks to the scarcity of water there.

      On that note, Kari and I had recently discovered showers, but that was a story for another time.

      It was early morning, the sun was peeking above the horizon, and I could see the tall buildings of Midgard against the backdrop from our window. There were only seven. They looked like towers attempting to pierce the heavens.

      We were supposedly a hundred or so kilometers away, so the fact that I could see the buildings told me how impressive the city was. For the moment, however, I ignored the dazzling sight to focus on the gorgeous woman before me.

      Kari was kneeling on the ground, her naked back bared to me. She had grabbed her long hair and moved it over her shoulder so nothing obstructed my view. A number of scars were visible on her porcelain skin. These scars, remnants of our time in Nevaria after the Demon Beast Invasion and the years spent in the Endless Desert, were a testament to how difficult our lives had been. I had more than a few scars myself.

      A bucket sat beside me. The gentle fragrance of soap wafted from it. I reached in and grabbed a cloth that had been soaking up the water. After wringing it out until it was just damp, I began washing Kari’s back. Her soft but firm muscles felt supple and pleasant underneath my hands as I dragged the cloth from her shoulder blades to her lower back. A pleasant moan escaped her lips under my ministrations.

      “It seems we’re only a few weeks from Midgard,” I said softly as I continued washing her off. “Hold out your arms, please.”

      Kari raised her right arm so I could wash it. I started with her fingers, cleaning each one individually before I gently worked my way up her arm, until I reached her shoulders, and then I moved the cloth to the underside of her arm. After washing off her armpit, I switched from her right arm to her left.

      “Yes.” Kari agreed with a nod, sighing softly as I cleaned off her neck and even behind her ears. I liked being thorough. “If we keep up with this pace, I imagine it won’t take much longer to reach Midgard. I wonder what that city is like. Everyone we’ve met has said it’s a marvelous place.”

      As she spoke, I wiped off her breasts. Kari’s massive boobs were elastic beyond compare. My fingers sank into her skin with ease. Because of their size, they were not only very heavy, but Kari had a problem with underboob sweat. After running the cloth along her breasts and between the valley of her twin peaks, I lifted her breasts with one hand and used the other to wipe the accumulation of dirt and sweat with a cloth.

      “Well, it’s definitely a big place,” I said. “The mere fact that we can see it from here is impressive.”

      “Nevaria can’t possibly compare to it…”

      “Kari…”

      A sharp pain appeared in my chest when I heard the heartache in her voice. I set the cloth down, leaned over, and embraced her from behind. My arms went around her waist as I pressed my chest into her back. I set my chin on her shoulder.

      “Sorry,” Kari muttered. “I don’t think about it too often, but every now and then…”

      “I understand,” I murmured as I kissed her cheek. “You can rely on me whenever you feel this way. I’ve been leaning on you so much to support myself. It’s okay for you to lean on me a little more when you need support too.”

      Kari smiled as she tilted her head. “Thank you.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I really didn’t need to. We remained like that for a little while, but since Kari had expressed an interest in exploring the town and its surroundings, I finished helping her wash off. Then she helped by cleaning me, and we both got dressed and left the inn.

      Liten really was small. At most, I would say it had around sixty to a hundred buildings, and most of them were houses. It had the same stucco style architecture as Vahn. However, where many of the buildings in that city were large and majestic, the ones in this place were far more quaint. Even the mayor’s house looked like something a peasant from Vahn would own.

      “The food here is pretty interesting,” I muttered as she and I sat on a small park bench. We were both holding food that had been wrapped in paper. It was a dish made from pork, cucumbers, and onions, and served on flatbread. There was a slightly tart dipping sauce that Kari and I were periodically dipping our food into.

      We had gotten the food from a street stall vendor who’d been cooking meat on a vertical rotisserie. It had been one of many different types of food being sold.

      “It tastes vaguely like a kebab, but the bread and sauce add something extra to the flavor,” Kari added as she took a bite of her own flatbread sandwich.

      “It also tastes nothing like a normal sandwich,” I agreed.

      After finishing our food, Kari and I explored most of the town, which only took around half a day or so. We visited shops, bought food from vendor stalls, and enjoyed an outdoor puppet play. It was a tragic romance about a pair of lovers who had been soldiers on opposite sides of a war. The woman had been a warrior for one country, while the man had been on the side of the other. They had fallen in love before realizing the other person was their enemy, and then they were forced to choose between love and duty.

      “Ugh… that was so beautiful,” Kari softly sniffled as we walked away from the small puppet theater booth. She was holding a handkerchief to her eyes as she shed tears.

      “It was a good story,” I admitted. “Tragic ending, though.”

      “I wish they could have been together at the end,” Kari muttered.

      I smiled. “Me too.” I looked up at the sky. The sun was beginning to set, painting the canvas above us in pale reds and yellows. “What should we do now? Find a place to eat? Head back to the inn?”

      “Would you mind if we explored the forest outside of town?” asked Kari. “I heard from a local that there’s an ancient ruin just a few kilometers away. They’ve already been explored, but I’d really like to see them.”

      “We can do that,” I said. “Let’s not stay out too late, though.”

      “Of course.” Kari gave me a grateful smile before dragging me out of the city.

      The trees within the forest surrounding Liten weren’t the largest I’d come across. Nevaria’s forests had larger trees than this. However, there were many of them, and they were packed so closely together that a lot of the branches became tangled with each other. They created a thick canopy over our heads that blocked out most of the light.

      “Hmmm…” Kari hummed as she stared at a map of the surrounding area. We’d bought it while we were in Vahn.

      “Any idea where we are right now?” I asked.

      “Well…” she stretched out that word as she continued studying the map. “We headed north, which means we are somewhere around here.” She pointed to a specific spot on the map. “However, I am not sure exactly where we are, just the general area.”

      I would have sighed, but Kari and I fortunately had a good sense of direction. Even if we couldn’t figure out our exact location on the map, it shouldn’t be difficult for us to find our way back to Liten. That said, it didn’t look like we would be leaving soon.

      “Do you know where those ruins you mentioned are?” I asked.

      “According to that young man at the jewelry stall, it should be a couple kilometers north of Liten, which means we should be coming up on it soon.”

      “Hmm… was it just me or was that man acting a little weird?”

      “Maybe?” Kari tilted her head as we kept walking. “Now that you mention it, he did seem reluctant to talk about those ruins. I wonder why?”

      When people spoke to Kari, they tended to go one of two ways: They hit on her or they stuttered and found themselves speechless. That this man had acted differently was unusual. It would normally be the sign of a strong will, but that wasn’t the sense either of us had gotten from him.

      “I guess we’ll find out if we manage to find them.” I shrugged.

      “You mean ‘when’ we manage to find them,” Kari corrected.

      “Yes. When.”

      We continued walking for some time, wandering past a few trees with gnarled roots, when the two of us stopped and cocked our heads to the side. A noise penetrated the forest. It was not natural to the forest, however, or even a part of nature in general. The sound was hair-raising, speaking of fear and violence.

      It was the sound of a person screaming.

      “Let’s go, Eryk!”

      “Right behind you!”

      The two of us darted through the trees, which appeared to us as nothing more than blurs of brown and green. It didn’t take long before we had located the source of the scream. A young woman had backed up against a tree. Her clothing was in tatters, blood was leaking down from several cuts on her arms and legs, and her hair was a disheveled mess. Standing before her were a pair of cloaked individuals whose bodies were so thoroughly covered I couldn’t tell if they were men or women.

      “SOMEBODY HELP ME!!!”

      As the woman screamed, Kari and I burst forward without warning. However, the distance between us was too great. Even if we ran as fast as we could, I already knew we wouldn’t be in time to help this woman. Perhaps because I had recognized the danger that woman was in, I sent some Spiritual Power to the bottom of my feet. My body suddenly rocketed forward at a speed that caused me to see nothing but a blur. The cloaked figures couldn’t see me either.

      I crashed feet first into the nearest cloaked figure. A loud thud rang out as my feet smashed against the person’s head, launching them clean off their feet and sending them soaring backward. That person slammed into the ground, skipped across it, and then rolled for several meters before going still.

      I landed on my back, groaning as all the air left my lungs. Stupid. That was very stupid. What had I been thinking? I climbed to my feet and tried to shake the cobwebs from my head.

      “?!”

      A strange noise emitted from the other cloaked figure as they tried to leap back, but Kari had used my distraction to appear before them. She moved her hands around in a strange pattern, creating several intersecting points of light as her Spiritual Power surged. Her hand movements created a five-pointed star, which she thrust forward, launching the attack at the cloaked figure. It struck the person full on. They were blasted backward, slamming into a tree—which splintered underneath the impact— and striking the ground with enough force to leave a small crater.

      “Are you okay?” asked Kari as she held out her hand. However, she became startled when the girl huddling against the tree suddenly scrambled toward her and grabbed her wrist with enough strength to leave a mark.

      “P-please! You have to help me save my friends! They’ve all been taken!”

      “Taken?” Kari did not seem bothered by the girl’s fierce grip as she glanced at me, then the cloaked figures, and then at the girl again. “Are you talking about these people who were chasing you?”

      While Kari spoke with the girl, I glanced at the figures. However, to my surprise, the cloaked figures were gone. The one that I had struck was nowhere to be seen. Meanwhile, the figure that Kari had hit with her Spiritual Light Technique had also vanished. There was nothing but his cloak lying on the ground by the tree.

      The girl, who couldn’t have been older than sixteen or so, nodded. “My friends and I had gone over to the ruins on a dare, but then some people showed up! They came right out from within the ruins and attacked us! The others were all taken! I… I didn’t want to leave them, but I had to go find help, so I—”

      “I understand.” Kari placed her other hand on the girl’s hand, slowly pulling the frightened teenager’s fingers from around her wrist. She then took the girl’s hand in both of hers. There was a warm smile on her face. “Do not worry. We will rescue your friends.”

      Since it looked like Kari had already come to a decision, I didn’t dare argue with her—not that I would. I was worried about those girls too.

      “Can you lead us to the ruins?” I asked. “It will be faster if we have someone show us the way.”

      The girl’s face went pale when I asked her to show us the way, and her body soon began shaking like a leaf caught in a whirlwind. For a moment, I thought she would deny my request. That would have made it hard for us to rescue her friends. I didn’t know what these people wanted with a couple of teenage girls, but my instincts told me they would not be alive if we took too long to find them.

      Fortunately, the girl took a deep breath, regained her determination, and nodded.

      “Y-yes, I will lead you there. It’s this way.”

      As the girl took off into the forest, Kari and I glanced at each other before following her.

      We traveled for a distance, passing by trees, racing over shrubs, and taking seemingly random turns. I wasn’t sure this girl knew where she was going. However, within less than five minutes, she brought us to a slow stop.

      “It’s… just over here,” the girl said with a gesture.

      Immediately in front of her was a large clearing with a ruined building in the center of it. It was made from numerous large stones that had been laid on top of each other. Each stone was about two heads wide and one tall. There were a lot of other stones of varying sizes as well. The entrance was created from a large archway that seemed to have been carved from a single stone. The stones on the roof looked a little broken, but I guessed that was due to age. Crawling along the walls were numerous vines.

      “Your friends were taken in there?” I asked.

      “Y-yes.” The girl nodded. “We were just playing around outside when these people rushed out of the ruins and grabbed us.”

      Kari and I shared another look. I could already see from her expression that she wanted to rush in and save them, so I turned back to the girl.

      “Stay here and wait for us,” I said. “We’ll go inside and rescue your friends.”

      “T-thank you very much!” The girl bowed her head to me.

      Kari and I did not have our weapons on hand, which did decrease our fighting efficiency a little, but we kept our guard up. We were more than capable of using Spiritual Techniques without weapons. That said, I would have felt a lot safer with a sword in my hand.

      We went up to the ruin entrance. The interior was so dark that we couldn’t even see a meter ahead of us. Kari moved her right hand in a circle pattern, her Spiritual Power fluctuating as she created a ball of light that illuminated the area. There was nothing before us except for stone walls, ceiling, and floor.

      “Let’s go,” Kari whispered.

      I nodded and followed her into the dark hallway, her sphere of light the only thing lighting our path.

      This hallway was quite weird. Not only was the floor surprisingly smooth, which I would not have expected given the derelict entrance, but there were many motifs and carvings engraved into the walls. One featured a man with pointy ears standing above several other people and holding a sword above his head as if leading an army. There was another where that same man was holding a giant sphere over his head. The more murals we passed, the more I realized that all of them featured this pointy-eared individual.

      “Do you think these ruins were some kind of temple?” I wondered out loud.

      “I don’t know.” Kari eyed the walls. “I wish we could explore this place, but first, we have to make sure those girls are okay.”

      “Do you mind if I ask why you decided to help that girl?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” asked Kari. “Do you not want to help?”

      “It isn’t that I don’t want to help. What’s happening here doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

      Kari stopped walking and turned around, startling me. There was a look in her eyes that caused me to freeze. She studied me for a moment, and then, unbidden, a sad smile crossed her face.

      “You are afraid of not being able to save those girls, aren’t you?” Her words made me look away in shame as I remembered the people from Nevaria, the ones who had run into the Endless Desert with us and died. “Eryk, I know you are afraid of not being strong enough to save someone after extending your hand to help them, but you shouldn’t let that stop you. We have the power to save those girls. If we have the power to help people, we should put that power to good use.”

      “I… yes, you’re right,” I said at last. “Sorry for being so indecisive.”

      Kari shook her head. “It is fine. I do not blame you for feeling this way—not after what we’ve been through. Anyway, let’s keep going.”

      “I’m right beside you.”

      These ruins had numerous passageways, spacious rooms, and hidden doors located inside. It was far bigger than I had originally thought. While it didn’t seem large on the outside, that was only because the outside only showed the first floor. After taking a stairwell that led down to the next level, the number of passages, branching hallways, and rooms increased.

      Two of the things I noticed about these ruins were how all the walls were covered in carvings and how each one featured that pointy-eared character. Some of the larger rooms contained statues of this person, which made me wonder who he was. I think what really astounded me was how these carvings and statues still appeared to be in relatively good shape despite being who knew how old. Just what sort of building techniques were used to create objects like this that could withstand the test of time?

      I could tell from how she stared at the statues that Kari wanted to study them more, but she held herself back.

      As we descended to the third level after finding another stairwell, loud voices echoed to us. We paused and strained our ears to listen harder. Those voices weren’t talking. They were screams of despair and cries of fear.

      The two of us did not hesitate to rush down the hall. We used the echoes of the screams to locate where they were coming from. Several twists and turns later, the two of us were standing on something that looked like an inside balcony that extended around a room.

      This particular room wasn’t the largest we had come across, but it was the most intricate. Six stone statues of the pointy-eared figure were standing in rows of three on either side of the room. To our right was another entrance on the floor below. To our left was an even larger statue. It was the same statue as all the others: a man with long hair, pointy ears, and a flowing robe that reached down to his sandal-clad feet. The difference was its size. All the others had been life-sized, but this one was at least three times taller than me.

      In the center of this room was an elevated platform. There were seven figures on this platform. Six of them were the same cloaked individuals as the two we had fought in the forest, but the last one was a girl who couldn’t have been older than sixteen or seventeen. She was in the center, lying on her back, her arms bound above her head and her legs stretched out as chains pinned her to the ground. Tears streamed down her face as she cried and pleaded with these cloaked people to spare her. There were five other girls, each of whom was chained to one of the six statues.

      “Please let me go… let me go… I’m sorry for coming here. We’ll leave, I swear. We won’t tell anyone about what we saw here,” the girl in the center begged between sobs. The other five were also shedding tears as they made the same pleas for their lives.

      I frowned and scooted closer to the edge. No one had noticed us yet. I glanced at Kari, who was also preparing to leap down.

      The cloaked figures ignored the girl’s pleading as one of them stepped forward and produced a dagger from within their robe. It was an ugly thing. The dagger was jagged and made from a black material that glinted in the light. If I had to describe it with a single word, the dagger just looked evil. Oddly enough, while the dagger appeared solid, it had a very ethereal look to it. Wisps of black miasma were wafting from it, as though it was made of Spiritual Power instead of metal.

      As the cloaked figure raised the dagger above his head, the girls’ cries increased in volume.

      Kari and I acted.

      As I jumped off the balcony, Kari made a circular motion with her hand, and then thrust it forward like she was punching something. An arrow of light shot out and knocked the dagger from the cloaked figure’s grip. As the dagger clattered to the ground, it burst into black smoke, and the cloaked person looked up just in time to receive my boots to their face.

      A loud bang echoed around the room as I slammed into this person, the power of my heels launching them clean off the ground. I flipped and landed back on my feet. The person I had launched myself at wasn’t so lucky. They slammed into one of the other cloaked people, sending them both to the ground.

      The hairs on my arms suddenly raised as I detected danger. I leapt back as an arrow of darkness shot through the place where I’d been standing. Spinning around, I generated a ball of lightning in my hand, which I threw at the person who had attacked me. Unfortunately for me, this person was quicker than I gave them credit for. They threw something at me—a dagger—and when I moved to avoid it, they darted through the doorway and disappeared. I thought about chasing them, but helping rescue the girls was more important than killing the enemy.

      By this point, Kari had launched herself from the balcony as well. While she was still airborne, she used the same circular and thrust motion to launch numerous light arrows at the cloaked figures down below. The two figures that were knocked down during our initial assault were pierced, but the rest avoided the attacks. However, the two who were struck gave an unusual and shocking reaction to being pierced by those arrows.

      Loud screeches that didn’t sound the least bit human resounded from the cloaks of the two individuals. They echoed all around us. The wailing cries were worse than someone scraping two rocks together. I would have covered my ears if I could. As the pair of cloaked figures continued to wail, their bodies writhed as smoke poured from them. In less than a second, the two figures were gone, evaporating into black dust. Only their cloaks remained.

      The remaining four cloaked figures shrank back when Kari waved her hands above her head and created several massive spears of light, which crackled intensely with repressed Spiritual Power. It seemed she had also recognized that these cloaked people were weak against the light element. Without giving them a chance to fight back, she launched the light spears at the cloaked figures.

      Three of the four spears impaled the cloaked individuals, which burst into black dust the same way the last two she had attacked did. The last one avoided the attack and tried to scramble away. I appeared in front of them, however, and attacked with a powerful kick. My attack caught them in the chest. However, I received a great shock when this person landed on the ground and suddenly disappeared inside of their own shadow! I stared at the person as they sank into the floor, so shocked I was unable to even consider stopping it.

      Then they were gone.

      “Can you sense them?” asked Kari.

      I frowned and squinted as I tried to sense any fluctuations of Spiritual Power, but I eventually shook my head. “I can’t detect anything. It could be that they really are gone, but they might also be able to mask their presence by using the shadows somehow.”

      “We’ll be careful then.” Kari made a swift decision. “Let’s break these chains and get the girls out of here.”

      Agreeing with her plan, I knelt next to the girl bound on the elevated platform and broke the chains by creating a lightning sword. The girl was still sobbing. However, as I pulled her to her feet, her cries became tears of gratitude.

      “T-thank you so much,” she sobbed. “I… those people were…”

      I only twitched a little when the girl fell into my chest and cried. Given what happened, I couldn’t blame this girl for bawling her eyes out like this, but I also wished she wouldn’t rub her runny nose all over my chest. She was getting snot on my clothes.

      Kari snickered at me as she used her light element to cut the chains binding the other girls. Unlike me, she had to use hand motions to create a sword that could cut the chains. She rotated her wrist and moved her hands up, then down, creating a sword of pure light. While the action was complicated, her light element worked even better than my lightning element when it came to cutting through steel.

      As the girl in my arms continued to sob and soak my shirt in at least two different types of fluid, I glanced at the platform we were standing on and frowned. This platform had numerous symbols etched onto its surface. I recognized them as runes, which were often found on Spiritual Technique Scrolls, but I had never seen them being used like this. Some buildings did have them for decorations. I also knew some cities like Vahn used runes to create appliances like those marvelous showers, stoves, and other convenient items I don’t remember seeing in Nevaria.

      Perhaps it was thanks to the ancient feeling of this place, or maybe it was because of what those cloaked figures had been going to do, but something about these runes sent a chill down my spine.

      “Hey, Kari. What do you make of this?” I asked after getting the girl to finally let go of me.

      After making sure the other girls were free, Kari jumped onto the platform and looked at the floor as well, a frown growing on her face as she studied the runes. She eventually shook her head.

      “I don’t know. I recognize most of these runes, but I’ve never seen anything like this.” She bit her lower lip. “We can come back here tomorrow and do a more thorough investigation. For now, let’s get these girls back home.”

      “Yeah. That’s probably a good idea.”

      We led the girls outside, where their crying friend was waiting for them. All seven girls broke down and hugged each other, bawling their eyes out and making me look away in discomfort.  I became even more uncomfortable when the group thanked me and Kari for rescuing them. Fortunately, Kari was much better at accepting thanks than me.

      The next day, we would go back to these ruins, but Kari would be unable to make sense of the runes. We wouldn’t learn about what they did until much later.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I woke up bright and early again to meet with the Eieren Family member who would be showing me to my potential new house. Lin had wanted to come along, but for very obvious reasons, I told her she couldn’t.

      “I believe you will like this house,” the young man from the other day said as he led me to what might become my new residence. “It has everything you asked for the previous day, plus a little extra.”

      “So long as it’s livable and has a lot of space, anything will do,” I mumbled.

      There were quite a few people on the street that day. A group of kids were running between the adults as they played a game of tag, some older people were chatting as they sat around and played hnefatafl at nearby tables, and a couple of low-class workers were lugging around a variety of goods. It seemed everyone was up and about at this time of day.

      We were in the northern section of Nevaria, which was consequently very close to where the Nadine Library was located. This section of the city was marked primarily by educational facilities where the children of lower-class citizens were taught. There were a couple of schools that taught language, math, and a few other basic academic courses. They were larger than the average building. Each one was about three stories in height, longer than they were wide, and marked by many windows without glass. While they weren’t the most luxurious buildings around, Empress Hilda had at least made sure they were sturdy and functional.

      These school buildings were also the reason Ms. Nadine had set up her library in this section.

      “Here we are,” the young man said with a smile.

      He and I had stopped in front of a house that was sectioned off by a small fence. Compared to some of the buildings located in this area, it did not appear like much at first, but while the building only consisted of one story, it was clearly of a higher quality than the buildings surrounding it. Unlike most of the buildings in this part of the city, which were all made of wood and brick, this one was made of limestone, a material that was more often used by nobles.

      “This home once belonged to a successful merchant,” the young man said. “It had been built by him for his mistress to live in. Sadly, his mistress passed away during childbirth, so he sold the house to us. I don’t think he wanted to retain something that reminded him of her.”

      I nodded as I listened to the story. “Can I take a look inside?”

      “Of course.”

      The man used a thick key to unlock the gate. I followed him up to the house, where he used a different key to unlock the front door, which led into a small entrance hall. I studied the hall for a second before nodding. It was several dozen meters long from the entrance to a door at the opposite end, and wide enough that Lin would have no trouble fitting through it.

      “Come.” The young man beckoned to me. “Let me show you the rooms.”

      The hall was connected to each room. There were five in total. On the left was the so-called family room and the kitchen. The family room was about three times larger than my bedroom, and while there was no furniture, the floor was made of carpet instead of wood or stone. Carpet was considerably more expensive. The kitchen had a stone floor and was about a third smaller than the family room. There were two stone ovens. One was meant for boiling, frying, simmering, and stewing, while the other was meant for grilling and baking.

      “What do you think so far?” the young man asked.

      I nodded. “It looks fine so far. I have no complaints.”

      He beamed. “In that case, let me show you the last three rooms.”

      The last three rooms were the master bedroom, the secondary bedroom, and the bathing room. The bathing room was located between the two bedrooms. It featured a stone tub that was about twice the size of my wooden bathtub. The tub was built into the ground, shaped like a square, and had steps that allowed a person to walk in. It wasn’t full right now, so I could see how deep it was, which I judged to be about a meter. Meanwhile, the master bedroom and secondary bedroom were merely large rooms. Once again, there was no furniture.

      “While you do have a tub, there is no running water beneath this house, I’m afraid,” the young man said. “If you wish to fill the tub, there is a canal just behind your house that you can retrieve water from. The canal runs through the backyard, which is also sectioned off by a wall, so you’ll have your privacy. There is also an outhouse out back, so you do not need to use a public toilet when taking care of business. May I know your thoughts?”

      “I think this place will work,” I said slowly. “What is the price on this house?”

      With a beaming smile, the young man answered me. “It’s 46,000 valis.”

      I took in a deep breath. That was 4,000 valis less than the amount I told him I was willing to spend. Judging by how cunning this man seemed to be, I was sure he’d found this home precisely because it was just a little below my targeted price range.

      Still, the house was nice. It was large enough that it could fit two people, which was all I needed right now, and it had a nice-looking bathtub that even Lin would be able to fit inside. I’d have to buy furniture at some point, but I could do that later. I had the money.

      “I’ll take it,” I said at last.

      “In that case, Mister Veiger, let us go back to my office.” The man’s smile widened. “I just need you to fill out some paperwork, and then you’ll be the proud owner of a brand new house.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took around one hour to fill out the paperwork. It was mostly just me signing several documents that would go to the Eieren Family for safe keeping. They apparently liked to keep documentation of all the people who bought homes from them.

      After I signed the papers, I gave the man 46,000 valis in exchange for the keys to the house. However, while I was eager to begin moving everything in right away, I couldn’t do anything more today because I had to work. It was my turn to close the library.

      Kari wasn’t there when I arrived. She came around an hour after me. By that point, I had finished cleaning everything and most of the people who came were regulars by this point, so they didn’t actually need my help. The moment she appeared, the two of us snuck off to the second floor.

      If I was being honest, I felt a little bad about using the time I should have been working to talk with Kari, but before she had shown up, most of that time had been spent reading anyway. There was only so much a person could clean before cleaning became redundant and pointless.

      That day, we did not talk about adventure stories and exploring dungeons. Kari asked me many questions about Spiritual Techniques, how they were made, how they worked, and advice on using specific ones she was practicing. I answered her as best I could. Given that I had studied the creation of Spiritual Techniques in depth from various sources in my previous life, I was fairly well versed in how they were created.

      “It seems you’re learning a lot of different Spiritual Techniques,” I said at last.

      Kari nodded. “There are several Spiritual Techniques I would like to learn because of how useful they sound. I think I’m currently practicing… about ten.”

      I frowned. “At the same time?”

      “Yes.” Kari must have noticed the chiding tone in my voice because she paused for a moment. “Is that bad?”

      “Well… not necessarily.” I frowned and thought about how to put this. “You can still learn ten Spiritual Techniques at the same time and not have any problems. However, if you are practicing ten at the same time, then you aren’t devoting yourself to mastering them. I think it’s more important to master a Spiritual Technique than it is to just learn it. A Spiritualist who has mastered one Spiritual Technique to perfection is a hundred times more dangerous than one who has learned ten different Spiritual Techniques but mastered none of them.”

      The Kari from my timeline had known twenty-five different Spiritual Techniques before reaching the Third State of Spiritualism, but all of those were ones she had practiced one at a time. It was Kari who told me it was better to be a master of one than a master of none. This did make me wonder why this Kari was trying to learn so many Spiritual Techniques at once. Perhaps a slight divergence had occurred because of my interference? The last time around, I had not challenged Grant Leucht to fight me in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, after all. It could also be that Kari had practiced like this at one point and stopped this method of training after learning she would have to marry Grant Leucht. I really couldn’t say.

      “Yes, I think I see your point,” Kari muttered with a nod. She gave me an embarrassed smile complete with a healthy blush. “You seem to know a lot about Spiritual Techniques.”

      “Well, I have been studying Spiritual Techniques and their creation for a while,” I admitted.

      “Because of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament?” asked Kari.

      “Not quite.” I couldn’t lie to Kari no matter how much easier it might make my life, so I tried to explain without telling her that I had come from the future. “There was a time in my life where something happened, and I wanted to study Spiritual Techniques so I could learn how to create my own.”

      “A time in your life?”

      “A very dark time,” I added with a sad smile.

      Kari hesitated for a moment before giving me a slow nod. “I think I understand.”

      There was a brief pause in our conversation as Kari scooted a little closer. While her cheeks were flushed a slight red, she still brought her face a little closer to mine, staring into my eyes as if she were searching for something, though I didn’t know what.

      “Hey… do you mind if I ask you a question?” she finally asked.

      “Not at all.” I turned slightly so I could face her. Now I was sitting with one leg on either side of the bench. “What do you want to ask?”

      Kari looked at the table and bit her lower lip, seemingly hesitant about something. I waited for her. It seemed like she wanted to ask something that might be difficult for me to answer, so I didn’t want to rush her.

      “How much… do you love me?”

      The question startled me for a moment, but I didn’t need to think about my answer for very long. “There is no one in this entire world who I love more than you. I would do anything for you, if it would make you happy.”

      “Anything?” Kari glanced at me from the corner of her eye.

      I nodded. “If you asked me to do it, there is nothing I wouldn’t do.”

      “What if… I asked you to kill someone for me?”

      “I would do it.”

      Kari sucked in a deep breath. Then, in an even more tentative voice, she asked, “What if the person I asked you to kill wasn’t a bad person?”

      “It’s cute that you’re trying to use this kind of psychological tactic to make me question whether I’d kill someone for you.” I grinned at the girl, who had the decency to look away like a child caught stealing snacks before dinner. After studying her for a moment, I shrugged and answered her. “The girl I fell in love with is an adventurous young woman who is kind, polite, and doesn’t wish harm upon people who don’t deserve it. If you were the kind of woman who asked me to kill people who didn’t do something to warrant death, you would not be the woman I fell in love with, so the question itself is moot.”

      “I… I suppose so.” Kari nodded as she followed my logic. “I’m sorry for asking such a weird question.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry for. You should feel free to ask me anything.”

      Kari nodded again, bit her lip some more, and then asked, “but you would really do anything for me?”

      “So long as it makes you happy,” I said, which caused a small, joyous smile to bloom on Kari’s face.

      While I wasn’t sure what the purpose of her questioning was, it seemed like my answers had satisfied her. She changed the subject back to Spiritual Techniques. We talked until it was about time for me to close up. Oddly enough, Kari decided to wait for me until I had finished closing the library. I’d given her an odd look and questioned why she was sticking around when she should have been heading home, but she just smiled and said she wanted to spend a little more time with me.

      After closing up the library, I glanced at Kari, who was still smiling that small smile.

      “Are you heading back home now or…?”

      “I thought I would walk part way home with you,” she admitted. “You live that way, right?” She pointed down a specific route. “You take this street every day. I can reach the Imperial Royal Palace using this route, so I thought I’d walk with you until we had to part ways.”

      “I understand.” I ignored the fact that I knew Kari took a carriage to get here, accepted her explanation with a nod, and held out my hand. “In that case, shall we get going?”

      “Yes.”

      Kari’s lips widened into an even bigger smile as she took my hand and we began walking. I think she was getting used to physical affection, or at least certain levels of it. She’d probably burst with color like a steamed lobster if I hugged her, but at least she didn’t blow up with embarrassment when I held her hand. Actually, these days it was often Kari who initiated contact first.

      A lot of people stared at us as we walked by, but I knew they weren’t staring at me. I knew for a fact that the men, at least, were all directing their gazes toward Kari. She was wearing a delicate white dress that seemed thin, allowing the lovely curves of her body to be displayed. This dress also possessed slits on either side to allow freedom of movement, but that also meant her legs were exposed as she walked. The sleeves had cutouts along the shoulders and were voluminous near her hands. Aside from her gorgeous figure and outfit, the elegant bearing she possessed was enough to cause heads to turn.

      “Lady Kari looks so beautiful today,” one person said with a dreamy sigh.

      “Ugh… I heard she had been spotted around here, but I never imagined I’d be able to see her in person.”

      “Who is that girl with her?”

      “That isn’t a girl. That’s a guy.”

      “Wait! What?! Please tell me you are joking!”

      “Look! They’re holding hands! Do you think… I mean, you don’t think they’re… you know?”

      “They had better not! I’ll murder him if he dares to even think of courting her!”

      ... Or maybe some of them were just glaring enviously at how we were holding hands. As several conversations happened around us, I glanced at Kari who, from the heavy blush staining her cheeks, had obviously heard every word those people had said.

      “Just ignore them,” I advised her. “Let people say whatever they want about us. It’s not like it matters.”

      Kari nodded and squeezed my hand. I could tell she was embarrassed, so I was honestly happy that she was unwilling to relinquish my hand despite that.

      As we walked, I wondered how we should say goodbye. Would it be inappropriate if I kissed her by this point? I think we were both already aware of our feelings for each other, but I also knew that the Kari right now might not be as receptive toward that sort of physical intimacy. Maybe I should ask if she’d be okay with it? Was that appropriate?

      I felt like I was overthinking this, but I was honestly really worried. A part of me just wanted to take this girl into my arms, kiss her silly, and then make passionate love to her, but I was also aware that these feelings and desires might not be shared by the current Kari. I had to tread carefully until I was certain of where she stood and what boundaries she wanted to set.

      “I should definitely ask her…”

      “Did you say something?” asked Kari.

      Her words startled me for a moment. I had not realized I’d spoken out loud.

      Looking into Kari’s eyes, I decided that now was perhaps the best time to ask about what her boundaries were in regards to physical intimacy. I opened my mouth, prepared to express these opinions—

      “ERYK VEIGER! I HAVE COME SEEKING REVENGE FOR WHAT YOU HAVE DONE TO MY YOUNGER BROTHERS!!”

      I would never get the chance to say anything. Before I could even open my mouth, a loud scream filled with rage resounded across the street, causing everyone, including Kari and myself, to stop what we were doing.
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      I paused at the sound of the voice, which was so loud it rumbled across the street like rolling thunder, containing a rage that was difficult to describe with words. It sounded like the man’s voice was a boiling pot overflowing with scalding hot water.

      Keeping calm, I glanced at Kari. Her face was a little pale when she heard the shout. However, more telling than her suddenly pale face was the displeased frown marring her lips. It was so small no one would have noticed unless they really knew her, but I noticed.

      I turned toward where I heard the voice come from, watching as the sea of people parted to allow an older man in his mid or late-twenties to storm over to us. He looked a lot like those two who had fought me the other night. His sandy blond hair reached his shoulders and was combed back in a neat style. He wore leather armor with a layer of black underneath him. The chestplate adorning his torso was decorated with a house crest, swirling clouds that reminded me of the sky.

      “Albert Himmel, what is the meaning of this?” asked Kari, the frown on her face growing to the point where others could now see it as well.

      The one known as Albert Himmel suddenly paused when he realized who was standing next to me. He hurriedly moved into a polite bow, though it was still easy to feel the anger radiating from him.

      “Princess Kari, I apologize for being blunt, but this matter has nothing to do with you. I would appreciate it if you did not interfere in my family’s affairs,” Albert said with a tone of forced politeness.

      “Nothing to do with me,” Kari said in a soft-spoken voice that caused a slight chill to run down my spine. She only used that voice when she was really mad. “You come running up here, screaming at my friend about how you are seeking revenge on him, and you tell me that this is none of my business?”

      Albert’s ears turned red when he heard the way she had phrased it. He tried to speak, but his mouth didn’t seem to be working, causing him to open and close it several times. Kari and I could do nothing but watch as he eventually raised his hand and coughed into it.

      “What I meant was that your friend here has gravely injured my two younger brothers.” Albert’s face hardened as he mastered his embarrassment. His eyes shifted from her to me, turning into a glare before they went back to Kari. “Alf and Arvid were found gravely wounded the other morning. We brought them back home to heal them and eventually learned that the person who injured them so was none other than your friend here.”

      I frowned as Albert pointed at me. His finger was quivering. His entire arm was shaking with his barely restrained rage. I was certain that, if this was not a public forum and Kari not present, this man would have attacked me without hesitation.

      “And what makes you think I injured those two? Did they tell you that I injured them?” I asked.

      “They were beaten so badly they do not even remember your vicious assault!” Albert all but snarled as he took a threatening step forward. “An eye witness claimed to have seen you beating them senseless in the streets the other night!”

      An eye witness? I frowned. So there had been someone present the night before. It was strange that I had not been able to sense them with Spiritual Perception, but that only went to show me how powerful that person was, whoever they were. There were only a few ways to mask someone’s Spiritual Signature and all of them required a near perfect control of one’s Spiritual Power.

      “Who is this eye witness?” I asked, spreading my arms out. “If someone claims to have seen me beating your two younger brothers senseless last night, I would very much like them to step forward so I can rebuke them.”

      All of the people surrounding us glanced at each other, as if wondering which one of them was the eyewitness who’d seen me violently destroy Alf and Arvid, but of course, none of them stepped forward. None of these people had seen me. Whoever it was had clearly been someone with not only an incredible amount of control over their Spiritual Power, but they obviously had an affinity for the darkness element.

      Darkness was an element that excelled in stealth attacks. If a skilled Spiritualist had the darkness element, they could hide their presence within the shadows. There was even a technique called Shadow Walking that would let them travel between shadows. Not only did the darkness element have excellent stealth techniques, but the powers of a darkness user increased during the night, when the shadows were at their thickest, which explained why I couldn’t sense them.

      Just as I was about to lay into Albert for not having his witness step forward, someone spoke from amongst the crowd.

      “I am the witness.”

      I was sure an ugly expression crossed my face when I heard that voice. Beside me, Kari also looked like she’d swallowed something foul. The person who had spoken, who was now walking out from behind Albert, was Grant Leucht. He wore a mocking grin as he looked down his nose at me.

      “I had been out late that night, searching for Alf and Arvid because they had run an errand for me and never returned,” Grant began his “tragic” tale. “While I was traveling through the streets, I found you mercilessly beating those two senseless.”

      “Is that so?” I asked with a soft frown. I was somewhat mimicking an expression I’d seen on Kari’s face many times in my previous life. “If that is the case, and you did indeed see me beat up your two friends… why did you not intervene and rescue them?” I tried not to smile when I saw his face twitch. “Are you not friends with Alf and Arvid? You witnessed them fighting someone who was superior to them and didn’t even try to help? Did you wait until I was gone before slinking over and bringing them back to the Himmel Family with your tale of woe? Are you that afraid of me?”

      “I’m not afraid of you!” Grant glowered at me, his face boiling red.

      “And yet you did not step up and protect your friends when they were in danger,” I replied in a soft, mild voice. “Could it be that you are lying? If you do not fear me, then surely you would have stepped forward and rescued them… unless, of course, I did not beat them up and you are merely trying to falsely incriminate me without a shred of evidence.”

      I carefully watched as Grant’s face turned an ugly puce color. Then I looked at Albert, who was glancing at Grant as though asking him what they should do now.

      It was clear to me that these two were in cahoots with each other. I didn’t know what this Albert or the Himmel Family’s relationship was with Grant or his Leucht Family, but it was at least easy to recognize that one was subservient to the other.

      “Of course, I wanted to step in and help my friends,” Grant began slowly. “However, by the time I had arrived, the battle was practically concluded. I could have attacked you, of course, but I deemed getting my friends back home where they could be treated for their injuries to be more important.”

      “But Albert said his younger siblings were found early the next morning,” I pointed out. “This battle you claim to have witnessed happened during the night. If you brought them home immediately after the battle, then would that not mean they had not been found early the next morning? In which case, one of you is lying.”

      As my words echoed across the street, many of the common folk who surrounded us began murmuring. My ears perked up as I listened to what these people were saying.

      “That’s true. How could they have been found early in the morning if Lord Grant brought them home after the battle last night?”

      “Do you think Lord Albert is lying?”

      “Maybe Lord Grant is lying.”

      “They could both be lying.”

      “That’s right! What if those two are just trying to implicate that young man for some reason?”

      “But why would they do that?”

      “Don’t you know? That boy is Eryk Veiger! He and Princess Kari have become very close. There’s a rumor going around that Lord Grant covets Princess Kari and wants her for himself. I heard his family is even undergoing marriage talks with Empress Hilda.”

      “So he’s slandering Eryk because he’s jealous?”

      “Verily.”

      I glanced at Kari, whose cheeks had gone from pale to pink. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who overheard the conversation about how she and I had become close. Despite her obvious embarrassment, she still reached out and gently grabbed the sleeve of my shirt. This action caused Grant, who had shown up a little after Albert, to glare at me with even more vitriol.

      “Well?” I asked, staring between Albert and Grant. “Albert says they were found early in the morning. Grant says he witnessed my battle and brought Alf and Arvid home late at night. You can’t both be speaking the truth. That would be contradictory. So, which one of you is lying?”

      I almost smiled. If Grant confessed that he was lying, it meant he had also lied about witnessing the battle between myself and his two friends. In which case, neither he nor Albert would have any grounds to stand on, but if Albert confessed to being wrong, then Grant could still potentially make the claim that he had witnessed the fight.

      Albert glanced at Grant, clearly aware of this problem. The young Leucht Family heir returned the look and frowned.

      “It could be… that I was mistaken,” Albert admitted in a voice that made it clear he was forcing the words out. “I only heard about what happened late this afternoon, after I had returned from the Demon Beast Mountain Range. It is possible that I merely misheard the elders when they spoke.”

      Even though I wanted to frown, I didn’t let it show on my face. I glanced at Kari. She was biting her lip now. As the Princess of Nevaria, she was well versed in politics and understood that I could still be implicated as the person who had assaulted Alf and Arvid, which would be considered a serious offense. One did not just assault nobility. At the same time, there were ways around this.

      “It seems we are at an impasse,” I muttered with a sigh. “You have implicated me in the crime of assaulting nobility, but I have never once laid a hand on anyone who has not laid their hands on me first.”

      “So you plead innocent?” Albert asked.

      I stared at him with an even frown. “I do.”

      No one dared to speak for the longest time as a thick tension filled the air, clogging the throats of those who were too weak-willed to deal with it. Most of these people had probably never seen such a confrontation like this before. It was almost like watching a dramatic play.

      Beside me, Kari continued to chew her lip for several seconds before her eyes hardened.

      “Since it seems neither side is willing to back down, I believe there is only one way to settle this.” Kari stepped forward, standing between me and the other two. Her eyes were polite but firm. “As the slighted party, you have the right to challenge Eryk to an Honor Duel. Should he prove victorious, these accusations that you have brought against him will be dropped. Should he lose, then it means he is guilty and will face an appropriate punishment.”
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Honor Duels were only something I’d heard of before. Kari had once told me about them a long time ago. They were used to settle disputes between nobles. I’d never heard of a peasant having an Honor Duel with a noble, and I was sure these two hadn’t either, but they didn’t dare dispute Kari.

      “When and where will this Honor Duel be held?” asked Albert.

      “We will hold it in five days,” Kari said. “I will inform my mother, Empress Hilda, about this matter and have her prepare a proper venue for the two of you.”

      While Grant looked like he wanted to dispute Kari, Albert nodded, turned around, and began walking away. After glaring at me with a look that could have killed lesser men, Grant also turned around and followed after Albert.

      With the situation resolved, the common folk who’d gathered to witness this event slowly dispersed. Many glances were still cast at me and Kari. What’s more, the numerous conversations had become heated and excited as they talked about the upcoming duel. I was sure these people were enjoying the drama.

      “It seems I’ve gotten myself into some trouble,” I said with a sigh.

      Kari turned to me and smiled. “You have indeed, though I do not believe what happened just now was your fault.” She glanced at where Albert and Grant had disappeared. “It is obvious that Grant is the one who instigated this event. The Himmel Family is a minor noble family who are subservient to the Leucht Family. In fact, it was only thanks to Grant’s family that the Himmels were able to gain the status of a noble family to begin with.”

      “Can you tell me more about them?” I asked.

      “I will tell you what I know of the Himmel Family and Albert in particular tomorrow.” Kari’s eyes crinkled a little as she glanced at the darkening sky. “It is getting quite late. I should have been home by now.”

      After noticing how late it was, I realized that the confrontation had lasted far longer than I’d thought. I cursed those two. They had completely ruined the time I had been spending with Kari. Did they have no tact?

      Sighing, I glanced at the young woman beside me. She appeared just as unwilling to part as I was, biting her lower lip as she twiddled her fingers together. That made me smile. It also made me feel bold.

      Reaching out, I placed my right hand against Kari’s smooth, warm cheek. Her eyes widened as I leaned down. That was the last thing I saw before my lips made contact with her skin. I did not kiss her on the lips, which had been my first impulse, and instead I placed a soft kiss on her cheek. When I leaned back, Kari’s face was burning.

      “I… hope that wasn’t too forward,” I said. Kari shook her head, but that was seemingly all she could do. It was like she’d been rendered temporarily speechless. “I’m glad. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “R-right. See you tomorrow.”

      After gracing me with those parting words, Kari turned around and walked away, her gait still graceful even as she hurried along.
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        * * *

      

      “Why did you agree to an Honor Duel?” asked Grant as he and Albert walked through the Noble District. He was gritting his teeth as he spoke. “An Honor Duel with a peasant? Who has ever heard of such a thing?!”

      Albert sighed. “What would you have me do? Would you have me slight Princess Kari by denying her suggestion?”

      “But it’s an Honor Duel!” Grant growled.

      The high walls of the many grand estates stood on either side of the street. If they were to look over, they would have been able to see the massive homes of the numerous noble families situated within. A number of carriages rolled past them. They were being pulled by Mares, harmless F-Rank Demon Beasts that had been tamed for the purpose of transporting people and cargo.

      “I am aware that it is an Honor Duel,” Albert said. “You do not need to tell me that.”

      “Then you should know what is at stake!” Grant clenched his hands. “Should you lose, not only will all the charges against that peasant be dropped, but his prestige among both the peasants and the nobles will soar!”

      “Your point? All I have to do is not lose.”

      Grant ground his teeth in frustration as he heard Albert’s words, but he eventually relaxed. There was little point in getting mad now that this situation had come to pass. He took several calming breaths, and then sighed.

      “I suppose it is unlikely that you will lose,” Grant admitted. “Among our generation, you are one of the finest warriors. Only a few other people our age like the younger members of the Kriger Family and maybe the Drage Family are stronger than you.”

      “You are slighting yourself,” Albert said with a faint smile. “I still have yet to defeat you in combat.”

      Grant smiled but did not say anything. He looked up at the dark sky and clenched his hands once more. Even if Albert lost, which he didn’t believe would happen, he would still be able to learn more about Eryk and his abilities. In the meantime, he would have Skygge and his group search that peasant’s house to learn anything they could.

      Just you wait, he thought as a black feeling penetrated his heart. I will destroy you for humiliating me and trying to claim Kari and Fay as your own!
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        * * *

      

      I arrived home much later than I expected. Lin was already sound asleep when I gently shut the door behind me.

      I glanced around the room as I walked in, studying the very few pieces of furniture I had. All of this would need to be moved to the house I had just bought, which would require the aid of other people to help. I was going to have to hire someone to bring it all over. However, there was a problem with that.

      Reaching my bed, I glanced at the sleeping Lamia girl. She was turned on her side, her snake tail curled up and poking out from under the covers. Because her tail was so long, the tip was dangling off the edge and touching the floor. The bed was also bending. I was afraid it might snap.

      Her black hair flowed across her body and the bed like a curtain of silk. I glanced from her face to her bare breasts. Her nipples had hardened thanks to the chilly night hair. She seemed cold.

      “How am I going to get you to our new house and have the movers move everything over without you being seen?” I wondered out loud as I slowly reached out with my hand and stroked Lin’s hair. I didn’t even realize what I was doing until much later. After which, I retracted my hand and shook my head.

      It really was difficult living with such a cute and exotic girl.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning was a little problematic for me. The first thing I needed to do was find some people who could help me move all of my current furniture into my new home. Fortunately, the Eieren Family actually had people who could do that. After speaking with the young man who had helped me find my house, I soon brokered a deal to have several people come over the next day after I got off from work. It did cost me 3,000 valis, but that was honestly a small price to pay. The only problem I could foresee came in the form of Lin. I’d have to get her over to the new house tonight. I’d also have to convince her to hide somewhere so none of the people helping move my furniture would see her.

      Once I had finished speaking with the young man from the Eieren Family, whose name I learned was Kaleb Eieren, I traveled to the training ground. Fay was not there today. She had classes at the Spiritualist Academy.

      I stood in the clearing and wondered what Spiritual Technique I should practice today. I’d basically remastered the Flash Step by this point, or at least the first stage of the Flash Step. It came in several stages. The more advanced forms were more difficult to master.

      “I suppose I should focus primarily on getting the hang of Flash Step Version 2,” I muttered.

      Taking a deep breath, I unleashed my Spiritual Power, which flowed through my body like an overbearing tempest. My aura swiftly soared. Pale arcs of blue lightning skittered across my body as swirling eddies of Spiritual Power flowed around me. However, despite the power flowing around my body, none of it affected the environment as I carefully controlled it.

      Once my Spiritual Aura had appeared, I gnashed my teeth together and enforced my will over it, drawing all of my Spiritual Power back into my body. The pale blue aura was drawn back inside my body as though I had become a black hole sucking it up. This was different from merely letting it dissipate. The aura was still circulating, still there, but now it was underneath my skin. It felt like lightning was flowing through me just underneath the surface of my flesh.

      After taking my aura back into myself, I took a single step forward and the world around me vanished. Not even a second had passed before I was fifteen meters from my previous location. I looked back and frowned.

      “There’s no afterimage.” I sighed.

      It looked like the Flash Step Version 2: Illusion Step was going to take a while to master.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kari sat in the lecture hall alongside the other students who attended the Spiritualist Academy, biting her lip as she waited for the old teacher’s lecture to finish. Instructor Duendas was currently teaching them about the uses of Spiritual Power outside of Spiritual Techniques.

      “Many of you have yet to reach the stage where you can create a Spiritual Aura with your Spiritual Power,” he was saying. “However, once you have attained this ability, your Spiritual Aura will not only act as a suppressant that can cause your opponent’s Spiritual Power to grow sluggish, you can also emit a Spiritual Pressure that can make your enemies feel fear, a great reluctance to fight, and even a near physical discomfort that feels as if something is pushing them into the ground. Of course, the greatest asset of a Spiritual Aura is defense. Your Spiritual Aura will act as a shield that can defend you against both physical and spiritual attacks.”

      As she continued listening to her teacher with one ear, Kari glanced at Fay several seats away. She had yet to speak with the girl about Eryk. However, she really did need to. The longer she put this matter off, the harder it would become to resolve it.

      Instructor Duendas continued to lecture them. At the end of his lecture, he activated his Spiritual Aura. A vast and mighty Spiritual Pressure swept around the room, causing even her to pay more attention. The instructor’s Spiritual Aura was a fiery red that appeared around his body like a flame. The red of his aura meant his elemental affinity was for fire.

      “I’m sure all of you can feel the Spiritual Pressure I am exuding,” Instructor Duendas said. “Currently, what you feel is merely a side effect of me releasing my Spiritual Aura. However, if I were to focus it on a specific individual, that person would be subjected to an even greater pressure than what you are experiencing right now.”

      All of the students nodded at his words. Some of them scribbled down notes on a sheet of parchment, and a few of the noble children even had leather-bound books to write in. Kari was not taking notes. She had already reached the stage where she could release her Spiritual Aura. Instructor Brynhild was currently teaching her how to use it.

      “That is all for today’s lesson,” Instructor Duendas said as he released his Spiritual Aura. The disappearance of his Spiritual Pressure caused the many students to sigh in relief. “All of you should do your best to increase your Spiritual Power so you can one day attain a Spiritual Aura, especially if your goal is to join the Nevarian Spiritualists or become a member of the Imperial Royal Guard. You are dismissed.”

      Everyone stood up and rolled up their scrolls or closed their books. Ink bottles were capped, quills were cleaned, and the students walked down the stairs and hurried out of the room. Kari looked around and found Fay already heading down the stairs and toward the door, causing her to quickly rush down the stairs after her.

      “Fay!”

      At the sound of her voice, Fay stopped walking and turned to her. A flash appeared within her eyes. The look on her face caused Kari to stop for a moment, but she soon put a smile on her face and closed the distance.

      “Do you mind if I talk to you?” Kari asked softly. “It’s about Eryk.”

      Fay’s eyes partially widened before narrowing again. She considered Kari for a moment, and then nodded in a slow, almost wary manner.

      “I suppose we can talk.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kari smiled and led Fay toward the door. Just before she exited, she noticed that Grant Leucht was looking at the two of them with hunger in his eyes. She shuddered before disappearing into the hallway with her once upon a time friend.

      They did not speak at first, instead continuing to walk in awkward silence. Kari took several deep breaths. She needed to say something. This situation with Eryk was something that she wanted to resolve now.

      “So, um, about Eryk…”

      “I’ve heard from Eryk that you are the woman he loves,” Fay interrupted.

      Kari felt her face become hot. Even the area around her chest felt warm at Fay’s blunt words; she tried to suppress both her embarrassment and the joy she felt. This was an important matter.

      “Yes… I… well, he confessed to me a little while ago…” she said, trying to muddle her way through this conversation.

      “And what about you?” Fay suddenly turned to look at her, freezing Kari in place with her startling green eyes. “Do you also have feelings for Eryk? Are you also in love with him?”

      Kari thought about what she should say, to think of how she should answer, but a suitable answer didn’t come. Of course, she wouldn’t lie. However, she wanted to think of a way to word this answer so she could lead it into the original reason she had gone up to Fay.

      “I am,” she finally said.

      Fay did not appear startled at her answer. She nodded as if she had been expecting it.

      “I am a little surprised, but given how Eryk acted the few times you were brought up in our conversations, I can easily tell that you and he share a mutual attraction toward each other.” Fay’s eyes flashed once again. She clenched her hands into fists, causing both her arms to shake. “However, that doesn’t mean I have given up. You might be in the lead right now, but even if you have feelings for him, it does not mean something will happen between you two. He is a commoner and you are the Princess of Nevaria. A relationship between the two of you is incredibly unlikely. I might be a member of a noble family, but we are minor nobility. It would not be too much of a problem to have a man who is as talented and strong as Eryk marry into my family.”

      Kari almost despaired. This conversation was slipping even further away from what she wanted! Her original intent had not been to instigate hostilities between her and Fay. She needed to quickly bring this conversation back on track!

      However, before she could do anything, Fay turned around.

      “I will not lose to you,” Fay gave her this last parting shot before walking off.

      Kari reached out as though to grab the other girl, but her hands only touched empty air. She opened her mouth. However, no words came out. She couldn’t think of a single thing she could say right now that would make Fay turn around and talk with her again. In the end, all she could do was watch as the person she wanted to be friends with more than anything disappeared.

      “Why must we compete?” Kari whispered to herself as her eyes stung with something wet. “Can we not both be happy?”

      Silence was her only answer.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the library after practicing the Flash Step Version 2: Illusion Step for several hours to find Ms. Nadine sitting behind the table. She looked up from the book she was reading as I walked over to her.

      “I hear you’re going to have an Honor Duel with Albert Himmel,” were the first words that left her mouth.

      “So you’ve already heard about that, huh?” I reached up and tugged at the bangs framing my face. “News sure travels fast.”

      “Your confrontation with Albert Himmel was very public,” she said as if that explained everything. “All of the common folk who witnessed the confrontation have likely spread it across the entirety of Nevaria by this point. My husband was among those who saw you the other day.”

      “Which would explain why you know about it already,” I muttered.

      Ms. Nadine nodded as she placed a small goatskin bookmark in her book and closed it. She set it on the desk and stood up, but instead of leaving like she normally would, she eyed me.

      “Are you sure it is okay for you to be here?” she asked.

      “Excuse me?” I stared at her, befuddled.

      “I mean, shouldn’t you be spending as much time as you can training?” asked Ms. Nadine. “I do not know much about nobles, but even I am aware that Albert Himmel is considered a powerful Spiritualist among the younger generation.”

      I paused for a moment, and then a grin slowly spread across my face. “Are you concerned about me?”

      Ms. Nadine’s face went blank. “You are imagining things.”

      “No. No. I am fairly certain I heard concern in your voice.”

      “Like I said, you are imagining things. Whatever you thought you heard was merely a figment of your imagination. It seems you are becoming more delusional with each passing day. I’d recommend seeing a doctor, but they can’t cure people of their delusions.”

      “That’s rather mean of you to say.”

      “Whatever. I’m leaving now. Try not to mess up my library.” Ms. Nadine grabbed the book she’d been reading, walked out from behind the table, and turned toward the door. She paused for a moment, and then looked at me. “Good luck in your Honor Duel. I hope you win… for that girl’s sake if not your own.”

      I watched the woman leave. Her last comment was obviously about Kari. Speaking of, I wondered if she had arrived yet.

      She hadn’t. I checked the second floor and saw that Kari was not sitting at any of the tables. Since that was the case, I began cleaning up while I waited for her to arrive. It took longer than I expected. Not only had I cleaned everything twice, but I had also rearranged several bookshelves that had books that were put in the wrong places.

      When Kari arrived with a desolate expression, I could tell something was wrong. Her eyes were a bit red. It didn’t look like she’d been crying as there were no tear tracks on her face, but it seemed like she might start at the slightest provocation.

      “Eryk…” she said in a voice so downtrodden it shook my heart.

      “Not here. Let’s talk upstairs.”

      I took her by the hand and led her up the stairs. After sitting her down at a table near the far corner where no one could overhear us without being spotted by me, I sat down beside her.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “It’s nothing.” Kari shook her head. “I am just… dealing with a problem right now.”

      “Kari…”

      “Eryk. Please.”

      Her pleading tone made me pause. The previous Kari had spoken to me with this tone a few times before. She only did so when there was a problem that she believed I couldn’t help with, and sadly, she was usually correct.

      “This problem,” I began, “Is it something I can’t help you solve?”

      “Not… right now,” she said with some hesitance. “I will eventually need your help, but right now, I think if you were to get involved, it would create more problems than it would solve.”

      “I understand.” I sighed. “I’ll back off then.” Feeling my lips twitch into a frown, I stared into Kari’s eyes. “But promise me that you will tell me once you need my help.”

      A soft smile lit up Kari’s face like the gentle glow of fireflies dancing in the night. “I will.”

      Knowing when to push and when to back off, I nodded and switched topics. There were other matters we needed to focus on.

      “Can you tell me more about Albert and the Himmel Family?” I asked.

      “The Himmel Family is the youngest of the minor noble families,” Kari explained. “They were only granted noble status within the last fifty years, which means they currently aren’t very powerful. However, their heir, Albert Himmel, is considered one of the most powerful Spiritualists of our generation. Despite being just twenty-five years old, he has already led two groups of Spiritualists into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. During one of those excursions, his group fought against a B-Rank Demon Beast. I’m told that he landed the killing blow.”

      “That is fairly impressive,” I admitted, though I honestly didn’t think it was that big of a deal. In my previous life, when Kari and I had been in our early twenties, we had killed several B-Rank Demon Beasts by ourselves and even struck down a large number of Sekbeist Warlords. The two of us had even killed an A-Rank Demon Beast by ourselves when we were that age. Of course, that was saying nothing of the S-Rank Demon Beasts that I had fought and killed by myself when I was older.

      “You will have to be very careful when fighting him,” Kari said, staring at me with concern clear on her face. “I have all the confidence that you can win. I wouldn’t have suggested an Honor Duel if I didn’t think you could, but still…”

      “Do not worry.” I placed my left hand over her right one. Her hand was smooth and soft. “I promise you that I won’t lose.”

      Kari’s shoulders relaxed a little when I said this, and though she still looked worried, she graced me with a smile.

      “I know. I have confidence in you.”

      Her words made me smile as well. Even though she had not seen me fight before, she still expressed confidence in my abilities. That made me happy.

      “Where is the battle taking place?” I asked. “Has the arena been selected?”

      “The battle will take place in the Colosseum,” Kari told me. “The same place where the Spiritualist Grand Tournament will be held.”

      The Colosseum, huh? I almost smiled when I heard that. It looked like I would be making my debut a little earlier than expected. That was fine with me. It wasn’t like showing a little of what I was capable of would change the ultimate outcome of the tournament.

      Since I didn’t want to remain on such a heavy topic during the only time I had with Kari, I quickly changed gears, and the two of us spoke well into the night.
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            Moving at Midnight

          

        

      

    

    
      It was later than usual when I began walking home. Kari had a lot of information to share in regards to the noble families and the many connections they formed. I was honestly kind of surprised by just how little I knew about the noble families in Nevaria, but I also understood that there was no way I could have known this.

      A lowly librarian had no need for such knowledge.

      After Nevaria’s destruction, Kari and I rarely spoke of our original home. The few times that we did speak, it had been a small comment here or there about Empress Hilda or one of Kari’s brothers or fathers. We’d never spoken about the noble families. There had been no need to since all of them were dead.

      As I walked along the familiar but dark streets, I paused when a chill ran down my spine, traveling from the base of my neck all the way to my tailbone. I looked around. There was nothing near me that stood out. I frowned as I used Spiritual Perception, but I couldn’t find anything around me that would cause such a feeling.

      It wasn’t until I searched myself that I discovered the problem. The tattoo on my ring finger was throbbing. As I focused my attention on it, I could sense a good deal of irritation and even some pain. It felt like something had stung my torso. However, it wasn’t me that was feeling this. I wasn’t sure how this worked, but I could tell that the feelings coming to me through the tattoo belonged to Lin.

      Activating the Flash Step, I quickly blitzed home within a few seconds, raced through the front door, and ran up the stairs. The moment I reached the second floor, I could hear the banging and crashing sounds coming from my room. Several of the old ladies who lived in this building also stepped outside of their rooms upon hearing the noises.

      “What is going on?”

      “Eryk? Why is there so much noise coming from your room?!”

      “That’s what I’m going to find out!”

      I gave them a terse reply as I ran to my door. More noises echoed from the other side. There was a loud crash like something was being slammed into another object, several pained grunts, gurgling noises, and a loud bang that made me think of the sound wood makes when it splinters from a high-impact collision.

      Rushing through the door, I took stock of the situation. The first thing I noticed was the bodies lying on the floor. There were two figures dressed in black clothing that covered every inch of their bodies except their faces, which were covered by white masks. A third figure was currently dangling limply as it was gripped around the neck by a tail. Even without being able to see this person because of their clothing, I could tell they were dead.

      “Lin,” I shouted, “what’s happening?!”

      Lin was standing by the bed, her body held up by her snake tail. She was gripping her side and had a pained expression on her face. However, she didn’t answer me and instead said, “Never mind that! One of those people escaped. This princess demands you take care of them for her!”

      I glanced at the broken shutter. That last noise must have been the sound of someone blasting through it.

      Without sparing Lin another glance, I Flash Stepped toward the window and leapt out. I landed on the ground. Then I Flash Stepped onto the roof. Once there, I quickly activated Spiritual Perception to locate any fluctuating Spiritual Power. So long as someone was using a Spiritual Technique, I would be able to—there!

      I locked onto a Spiritual Presence several meters to my left and quickly moving away via some kind of Spiritual Technique. I frowned when the Spiritual Presence vanished, but then it appeared again. Turning in that direction, I used the Flash Step to speed across the roofs and reach the fleeing figure in record time.

      However, even after I reached this person, it took me a while to find them. They were hiding within the shadows—no, they were moving between the shadows! Like the others, this person was covered in black clothing. They were using a Spiritual Technique called Shadow Walking, which allowed them to move between shadows. It was a technique of the darkness element, which was supposed to be quite rare.

      Too bad for them I was well acquainted with this element and its weaknesses.

      I waited until the figure was forced out of the shadow so it could leap to the next one, and then I used the Flash Step to appear directly above this person. I channeled the lightning element into my left hand. Crackling energy burst from my hand, but it was contained as I straightened my fingers to form the shape of a knife. There was no hesitation in my movement as I plunged my hand into this figure’s back.

      The figure stopped moving the moment my hand pierced their back. I frowned a little as I realized I couldn’t feel the warm blood that should have been engulfing my hand, but I ignored that for the moment. Pulling my hand out, I watched the person fall flat on the ground. A loud sizzling echoed around me from the lightning covering my hand. Could the blood have been evaporated by my lightning?

      Wearing the slightest frown as the lightning surrounding my hand disappeared, I pushed this person onto their back with my foot. Once again, there was no blood even though there should have been a lot of it pooling underneath them. My attack hadn’t cauterized this person’s wound. I stared at the plain white mask covering this person’s face. Leaning down, I removed the mask to see who it was, but I was forced to leap back in shock when smoke poured off the body.

      “Poison? No... Darkness!”

      While the miasma wafting off the body looked like poison at first glance, I sensed there were no earth element within this smoke. Poison was created from a combination of the earth and darkness elements. Whatever this was, it wasn’t poison. That said, the body of my opponent was done for, covered in smoke that continued to waft into the air as it disintegrated until there was nothing left of the man I had fought. Even the clothing and mask in my hands turned into naught but dust.

      I stood there in indecision for a minute, but remembering where I had just come from, I once more activated the Flash Step and appeared within my room in less than sixty seconds.

      When I arrived, it was to discover that the bodies of all the people who had been killed by Lin had also disintegrated. All that remained of where they had been were three black stains on the floor that resembled ashes. My Lamia roommate was sitting on the bed, holding her side and breathing heavily through her nose.

      “You’ve been injured,” I muttered softly as I walked over to her.

      “This princess was a little careless,” Lin admitted as I knelt in front of her. Blood leaked from between her fingers as she pressed a hand to her side. “She did not expect anyone to show up and paid the price for being negligent.” She hesitated. “Did you get the one that escaped?”

      “I did,” I answered. “Lay down and show me the wound please.”

      Lin lay on her back and removed the hand from her wound, which caused the blood to leak out even faster. The wound was a decently sized gash that ran along her torso. Not only did blood leak from the cut, but the edges of the wound had turned a dark purple that was beginning to go black.

      “Necrosis?” I muttered with a frown. “You’ve been poisoned.”

      “Aye. The one who escaped dared to cut this princess with a poison-coated dagger,” Lin answered me with stilted breath. She hissed when I pressed a finger to the skin around the wound. “It surprised this princess enough that he was able to escape. Fortunately, Lamia are resistant to poisons, so it has not spread far.”

      I had not noticed the dagger on that person’s body when he or she disintegrated, but they could have discarded it before leaving. As I looked around the room, I spotted a dagger lying on the floor, its simple design misleading. There was dark purple oil coating it. Poison. That dagger must have been meant for me instead of Lin.

      “Hold on a moment,” I said as I leaned over. “I’m going to remove the poison.”

      Lin nodded and tried to relax against the bed as I placed both hands near her wound and leaned down. I didn’t hesitate for a second. Placing my mouth over her cut, I channeled the water element through my mouth and began sucking out the poison.

      There were several methods for removing poison. The first was alchemy pills. There were quite a few antidote pills that could be created to neutralize the effects of poison, but I didn’t know them. The second method was sucking it out. This required someone who could use the water element. While using one’s mouth was not required, it was easier to suck out the poison this way.

      With the water element activated, I quickly took control of Lin’s blood flow, reversing the flow so all the poison that had been released into her bloodstream returned to the wound. As Lin moaned from pain, the acidic taste of poison filled my mouth. It burned my tongue and mouth like it was trying to melt me. I endured the pain and continued sucking the poison out, waiting until I could sense no more before removing my mouth.

      I went over to the window and expelled the poison onto the street below. It splashed against the ground, hissing and sizzling in the cool night air.

      Grimacing at the pain in my mouth, I channeled the water element to heal the damage before turning around.

      Lin was still lying on the bed. Her face was a little flushed and her breathing was heavy. The wound on her side wasn’t healed and still leaked blood, but the poison was gone at least.

      I went back over, knelt by the bed, and placed a hand against her wound. The water element flowed through my hand and into Lin’s wound. The blood running down her skin reversed course, traveling back into her body. Blood was made mostly of water and thus easy to control. As I channeled more of the water element into her skin, the wound closed up.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” I asked as I healed her.

      “This princess was lounging on your bed when several people appeared from within the shadows. She did not know who these people were, but this princess easily sensed their hostile intent and attacked.” The wound completely closed and I removed my hands. Her skin had the same healthy, vibrant look as before. There wasn’t even a scar. “They seemed most surprised to find a Lamia in your residence, Darling. This princess believes they were not expecting to find someone here, least of all someone like her.”

      “Most people in Nevaria do not even believe in the existence of Lamia,” I said as Lin sat up. “Your kind only exist in legends and fairy tales here. Part of the reason I don’t want you wandering outside is because of the panic it would cause.”

      “This princess understands that, which is why she has listened to your advice,” Lin said.

      “And I appreciate that.” I gave her a smile before looking at the closed door. “Did anyone come in after I left?”

      Lin shook her head. “A few people tried to enter, but this princess wouldn’t let them. She used her tail to keep the door closed. They complained for a while, but everyone eventually stopped banging on the door.”

      “Good.” I sighed in relief. “That’s one less trouble to worry about. However, we can’t remain here any longer. I don’t know who these people are, but they’re clearly hostile toward us, or at least toward me. I’ve already bought us a house. It doesn’t have any furnishings, but we will stay there for the night anyway.”

      “If that is your decision, this princess will comply with it.”

      Lin stood up and twisted her torso as though testing to see if her body was in working order. While some part of me wanted to look away, another part could not help but admire the sinuous curves and muscles of her thin waist. There was a snake-like sensuality to her movements that contained a deadly grace and seductiveness. It was enough to make even my brain stall for a moment.

      I shook my head to dispel these thoughts. “Let’s leave through the window and quickly make our way to the new house.”

      I went out of the window first, using the Flash Step to appear on the street below. The moment my feet touched the ground, I turned around as Lin came out.

      Unlike myself, Lin could not use the Flash Step. She didn’t even have feet. That said, her tail was about six meters long and allowed her to dangle from the window. Once she found herself hanging upside down, she grabbed onto a wood support beam sticking out of the wall and removed the rest of her tail from inside the room.

      I had to admire her incredible upper body strength as she twisted her body around, inverting herself so her tail was now pointed toward the ground. The muscles in her arms, back, and stomach flexed as she lowered herself. Her tail touched down, then she let go of the beam, hit the ground like a coiled spring, and slowly returned to a normal standing position.

      Well, normal for a Lamia at least.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Stick to the shadows. I don’t want anyone discovering us.”

      “This princess will follow you,” Lin said.

      Rather than walking down the center of the street, Lin and I moved along the edge, avoiding the glow of street lamps to keep from being seen. There was no one on the streets but us. However, on the off chance that someone did show up, or if someone looked out their window, I wanted to be adequately hidden. I also activated Spiritual Perception to track any fluctuations in Spiritual Power. The last thing we needed was to be attacked again.

      The new house I had bought was half an hour’s walk from my old place. It required us to travel down numerous roads to reach.

      “Um… thank you,” Lin suddenly said as we turned onto another street.

      I glanced at her. “For what?”

      “For removing that poison,” Lin said. “If you had not removed it, this princess would have been in a lot of trouble. That poison was more potent than the kind she can produce on her own right now.”

      I shook my head and looked back at the street before us. There was no sign of any movement. I also couldn’t detect any presences, and I had extended Spiritual Perception to a kilometer radius around us.

      “That is not something you need to thank me for.” I sighed. “I am positive those people showed up because they were after me. You only got injured as a result of being there when they arrived. In a way, it is my fault you received that injury in the first place.”

      “You might say that, and you might be right, but this princess is going to extend her gratitude anyway.” Lin was adamant. “This is the second time you have saved her. She knows how to show gratitude.”

      I was already fairly well acquainted with Lin’s stubborn attitude, so I decided not to bother saying anything else to dispute her. It wasn’t worth arguing over.

      We reached the front gate to our new house. I unlocked the gate and the front door, allowing Lin to proceed me. After making sure I had locked everything up, I walked into the house and found Lin standing in the middle of the family room. She swept her eyes around the room and nodded.

      “This house is quite nice. This princess approves.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      “Is that the room this princess will be sleeping in?”

      “No… let me show you the one you’ll be sleeping in.”

      I showed Lin the master bedroom, which was the second largest room in the house. While it was hard to judge the room’s size, I would have estimated that it was at least three times larger than the room we had been living in. That was more than enough space for Lin.

      “This room will also work,” Lin said after a moment.

      “That’s good.” I’d have been worried if a room like this didn’t suit her. “Anyway, I’m going to sleep in my room. Call me if you need anything.”

      Lin frowned. “You are not planning to share a room with this princess?”

      I frowned right back. “The whole reason I decided to buy this house was so you and I could sleep in separate rooms.”

      “This princess thought you were joking.”

      “Why would I joke about this?”

      “In either event, you cannot sleep in another room. This princess needs you to help her keep warm.”

      Something about the way she said that sent a chill down my spine, but I didn’t know why.

      “And why do I need to help you keep warm?” I asked.

      “Have you already forgotten? Lamia are cold-blooded.” Lin crossed her arms and looked down at me, which she could do because she’d used her tail to raise her height by nearly half a meter. “This princess’s body becomes hotter or colder based on the temperature and other factors. She cannot retain body heat or generate her own body heat like you humans can. What’s more, we have no blankets. If you do not keep this princess warm, it is likely that she will freeze to death.”

      As Lin once again reminded me of her cold-blooded nature, I couldn’t help but release a soft groan.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      We didn’t learn anything about the strange runes that were located inside of the ruins. After staying there for another two days, Kari and I left, but not before being profusely thanked by the girls we had rescued.

      The two of us walked through an open field, following the dirt road that led to Midgard, using the seven massive towers that could be seen even from this vast distance as our guide. I couldn’t tell how far the city was from us. Those towers were kind of like mountains, something I could see from an extremely far distance due to their enormous size.

      “I wish we had been able to discover more about those runes and what those cloaked people were trying to accomplish,” Kari said as she looked at the sky. The frustrated frown marring her face was one I’d been seeing a lot in the last two days. “I have this really bad feeling that those people were going to do something horrible.”

      “You mean horrible beyond killing a couple of innocent girls?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm…”

      I glanced at Kari’s profile as I walked beside her. Her blue eyes were still locked onto the sky, but they were glazed over, as if she were looking at something far into the distance.

      Thinking back on our battle against those cloaked figures in the ruins, I remembered how the ones that had been hit by Kari’s light element burned up until not even their bodies remained. I’d never seen anything like that before. However…

      “I don’t think those cloaked figures were even human,” I said at last.

      “What makes you say that?” Kari finally turned her head to me.

      I thought it over for a moment before shrugging. “While I don’t know everything there is to know about Spiritual Techniques and the elements, I do know that humans aren’t affected by the light element the way those things were. Fire might be able to burn someone until there’s nothing left if it’s powerful enough, but not light—at least, not in the manner that you used it.”

      “I suppose.” Kari cupped her chin and frowned. “It looked like they had a strong darkness affinity. Maybe their affinity for the darkness element was so strong they couldn’t withstand my light element?”

      “Maybe.” I agreed with a slow nod, though I wasn’t quite sure I believed this was the case. “Either way, I don’t think a human with the darkness element would have been destroyed in such a… spectacular manner.”

      As the two of us discussed the matter of those cloaked individuals, the sounds of wheels turning and the stamping of feet caused us to turn our heads. A large carriage with a refined design was being pulled by a pair of Struts. The carriage was red and had golden rune patterns etched into it. Sitting atop the carriage was a small statue of a bird with its wings spread and large tail feathers flowing behind it. A Phoenix. That was an S-Rank Demon Beast with a fire affinity and one of the few nonviolent Demon Beasts in existence.

      Kari and I moved off to the side as the carriage rolled past us. Our plan was to let the carriage go by and continue walking, but someone from inside suddenly shouted, “Stop the carriage!” and the driver sitting in the front yanked on the reins, causing the bird-like Demon Beasts to stop with a loud squawk.

      The windows were covered by a curtain, allowing no one to see past it. However, someone soon pulled that curtain aside, and the enchanting face of a young woman with hair like raven’s feathers and purple eyes appeared on the other side of the glass window. She had pale skin, a small nose, and full lips. Her features were refined and elegant, though I felt Kari’s innocent allure was far more attractive.

      “Excuse me, but are you two traveling to Midgard?” the woman asked.

      “We are,” Kari said after glancing at me.

      The woman’s smile widened. “In that case, why don’t you two climb in? I also happen to be traveling to Midgard. However, I currently have no traveling companions, so I am quite bored.”

      The two of us glanced at each other, but we didn’t debate for long. At our current speed, it would have probably taken several days to reach Midgard, and that was a kind estimation on our part.

      “We would be glad to,” I said for the two of us. “Thank you very much.”

      “It is no trouble at all.” The curtain was let down and the door suddenly opened with a soft click. The woman inside revealed more of herself as she gestured for us to enter. “Please, climb on board.”

      I realized just how extravagant this carriage truly was after climbing inside. The interior was painted a royal purple color, while the crimson seats were padded and soft. Carpet rested underneath our feet. Furthermore, the curtains were made from a type of sturdy material I’d never seen before that seemed softer than silk and more durable than wool.

      Kari and I sat on the opposite side of the young woman. Because her ranseur was so large, Kari had to set it lengthwise across the seat, meaning it was resting on our laps.

      Now that I was sitting before her, I realized that this woman was probably a little younger than Kari and myself. She was dressed in a type of battle gown. Blue shoulder pauldrons with gold outlining them shifted as she adjusted her shoulders. A corset made of blue steel wrapped around her torso. However, her breasts were clad in only a white top with frills that traveled around her body. The top also didn’t cover much, meaning a good portion of her cleavage and back was exposed. Aside from the armored corset and pauldrons, she also wore gauntlets and grieves that went up to her elbows and knees respectively.

      “Please allow me to introduce myself.” The woman placed a hand on her chest and smiled. “My name is Erica Kjærlighet. I am the leader of the Battling Valkyrie Sect in Midgard.”

      “I’m Eryk Veiger.”

      “My name is Kari Astralia.”

      The two of us introduced ourselves, though we did not name where we were from. Erica didn’t seem to mind as she smiled at us.

      “May I ask what you are traveling to Midgard for? Are you looking to join a sect?”

      The carriage began moving again, shaking underneath our feet and bums. I could now see why these padded seats were necessary. I remembered how rough the journey in that wagon had been when we first left the Endless Desert. The ground along this road was even rougher, probably because so many people used it.

      “We honestly don’t have any plans yet,” I said with some reluctance. “Kari and I traveled across the Endless Desert awhile back and entered the Northern Plains less than two months ago. Midgard is said to be the largest city in the entire Northern Plains, so we decided to make it our travel destination.”

      “So you two do not know anything about Midgard then?” Erica looked between the two of us with some incredulity, causing mine and Kari’s faces to heat up. A smile soon blossomed on the other woman’s face as she clapped her hands together. “In that case, why don’t I tell you two a little about Midgard as we travel?”

      “We would be very grateful if you did,” Kari said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Erica’s smile turned somewhat devious as she raised her hand and waved a finger at us. “However, this information is not going to be for free. In exchange, I would like you two to answer a question of mine.”

      “What is your question?” I asked hesitantly.

      Erica leaned forward, her eyes practically sparkling as she looked between the two of us. She ignored the bumpiness as the carriage hit a rock. The way her eyes were like two big stars shining in the night sky made her look like a young teenage girl dreaming about romance.

      “What is your relationship? Are you two married?”

      I glanced at Kari, who glanced back at me. She looked just as confused as I did. It was clear to me that neither of us had an answer to that question. Our relationship had never been defined by conventional methods. However…

      “Kari and I were never officially married.” I reached over and placed one of my hands on top of hers. “But I have loved her ever since I was seventeen years old. She and I have been together for several years now, and I can say that she is the woman I intend to spend the rest of my life with.”

      Kari’s cheeks turned a startling shade of pink at my shameless announcement, but she gripped my hand back and gave me a wide smile. I knew we weren’t connected spiritually or anything like that. We hadn’t even gone through the traditional wedding ceremony that involved tying our lives together with blood. However, I liked to think our bond was much stronger than most traditionally married couples, forged as it was from life, death, and constantly supporting each other as we struggled to survive.

      Erica released a dreamy sigh as she leaned back in her chair and cupped her cheeks. She really did remind me of a love-struck teenager dreaming of romance.

      “That’s so lovely. I knew you two were a couple the moment I laid eyes on you. There’s a strong connection between you both that is hard for someone like myself to miss.” She suddenly glanced at Kari. “To be honest, I am very envious of you.”

      “Um… thank you?” Kari’s words sounded more like a question than an expression of gratitude.

      “And now that you have answered my question, please allow me to answer yours.” Erica paused for a moment to look at the ceiling, nodded to herself, and then resumed smiling at us. “The Northern Plains is a land composed mainly of sects, and Midgard is the city where many of those sects do business. Thousands of sects that have a branch office located inside of it, and each sect tends to focus on employing people for specific jobs, research into Spiritual Techniques, alchemy, or the gathering of knowledge. For example, my Battling Valkyrie Sect has a heavy focus on combining Spiritual Techniques with powerful weapons that use monster cores to enhance our Spiritual Powers. There is also the Poison Sect, which uses poisons; the Alchemy Association, which is all about refining alchemy pills; and so on.”

      Kari and I listened to the woman as she talked. There were far more than just the sects she listed. According to her, there were thousands of sects. The Northern Plains was a vast place filled with cities and people, and it sounded like these sects were powerful groups who gathered like-minded individuals together. However, there was something else about all this that I wanted to know.

      “And what is the purpose of these sects?” I asked.

      “I suppose that depends on the sect in question and the sect leader.” Erica tapped her chin in thought for several seconds. “Some sects are all about the pursuit of knowledge, while others like to focus on the practical applications of a specific spiritual ability. However, most sects are formed in order to provide groups of people with a method of employment.”

      “Employment? So it’s like a job?” Kari asked.

      “More like a family who takes on jobs.” A soft clinking sound issued from Erica’s armor as she shrugged, the segmented plates shifting together. “People who form sects are very close-knit—at least, that is how it is for my sect. We gather people together who share our ideals, and then we advertise our services to others. When someone needs something done but can’t do it themselves, they can hire a sect to get the job done for them.”

      “And what kind of jobs do sects get hired to do?” I asked.

      “That also depends on the sect.” For some reason, my question brought a bright smile to Erica’s face. I had a suspicion she was enjoying teaching us for some reason. “The Battling Valkyrie Sect is obviously a sect whose primary purpose is combat. When someone needs to hire a group to take care of Demon Beasts, mercenaries, or bandits, they can hire my sect. That’s actually what I was doing outside of Midgard. I just finished a solo job to take care of some mysterious individuals who were hanging around some ruins and kidnapping people.”

      The two of us were startled when Erica told us what she had been hired for. We looked at each other and, seeing how startled the other person appeared, turned back to Erica.

      “These people… were they wearing black cloaks?” I asked.

      Erica gained a pensive frown as she looked at me. “They were.”

      “And did they have a weakness to the light element?” asked Kari, leaning forward.

      “Um… that is a good question. No one in my sect has an affinity for the light element, so I don’t know, but I can say they had a very strong affinity for darkness.” Erica’s expression grew grave as she stared at the two of us. “Do you two… have some knowledge on these strange individuals?”

      Given that this woman had fought against the same group of people we had, Kari and I didn’t have a problem sharing what happened to the girls we had rescued. We told her about how a group of teenage girls had been kidnapped and taken to a ruin, how we rescued them, and how we had discovered a rune array in the area where the girls were going to be sacrificed. By the time we had finished, Erica’s expression had become even more pensive.

      “Those individuals you fought definitely belong to the same group of individuals I fought,” she said at last. “We don’t know exactly who they are, but Midgard and the surrounding cities have taken to calling them the Cult of the Great Overlord. According to what I have heard from rumors, these people seem to worship a being called the Great Overlord. They had been inhabiting one of the larger ruins inside of the Misty Forest. My job had been to go in and clear them out.”

      “The Great Overlord…” I muttered. For some reason, that name sent a chill through my heart. It was as if an icy arrow had pierced my chest.

      “Who is this Great Overlord?” asked Kari.

      “No one really knows.” Erica’s long hair swayed as she shook her head and sighed. She crossed her arms, a concerned frown causing her pretty features to gain a more mature quality. “There are some historical texts that refer to this Great Overlord, claiming that he is a god-like being who came to our world before the Great Catastrophe. However, all of the texts are unclear on just who or what this figure is, and what they came here for. Some texts claim he tried to save our world, while others claim he was directly responsible for the Great Catastrophe.”

      There was a lot of information that Erica had given us, but none of it seemed conducive to anything. This Great Overlord seemed to have existed in the far past. However, the Great Catastrophe was something that happened over one thousand years ago, so there was no telling whether or not this person actually existed. I also had doubts about whether any historical text from that time survived.

      That said, I could not help but think this person was real. Something about that name caused my heart to shake. I didn’t know why, but that name—or perhaps it was a title?—sent chills through my heart and caused my body to shudder with an emotion I wouldn’t recognize until much later as terror.
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        * * *

      

      The day after Lin and I moved into the house I bought, I went back to the Eieren Family’s business center, where the movers were waiting to help me move everything in my old lodgings to this new home.

      These movers consisted of three burly men. They had thick chests, brawny arms, and legs that reminded me of tree trunks. I wondered how they were able to move with all that extra weight on them. It seemed excessive to me.

      Surprisingly enough, they were quite good at delicately handling furniture.

      I watched in slight surprise as the group of men carried my furniture onto a flatbed cart with no roof, set each piece down with a gentleness that was shocking, and then headed back up to my room and grabbed the next piece. It was fortunate that I only had a few pieces of furniture. There was just my bed, my bookshelf, the bathtub, and a dresser. Outside of that, the only things I had were my clothes and my alchemy set, which I grabbed myself.

      Once everything was loaded into the cart, I was asked to sit in front with the man driving and direct him to my house. I worried on the way there. Before leaving this morning to begin the moving process, I asked Lin to keep herself hidden when the movers arrived. She had given me this affronted look like I had insulted her, but she did agree to hide herself. My problem was that I wasn’t sure if she even could hide. How did a person hide when they were an over six meter long snake-girl?

      We arrived at my house in about fifteen minutes. I unlocked the gate and the front door, checked inside to make sure Lin wasn’t present, and then allowed the men to begin unloading the furniture.

      “Where would you like us to put everything?” one of the men asked.

      “Put it all in this room.” I pointed to the second bedroom, which was going to be my room.

      “All right.”

      The man nodded as he and his partner first grabbed the bookshelf and moved it into the secondary bedroom. They had to be careful about knocking it against the door, but I could tell from how they gently maneuvered themselves that they had experience with this sort of thing. I entered the room after them… and then I froze.

      Lin was plastered to the ceiling.

      The two men responsible for unloading hadn’t noticed her yet because they weren’t looking up. The ceiling was also quite high and there were several rafters that partially obscured the girl from view, but I noticed her right away. She was literally right above them. All they had to do was look up to spot her.

      I wanted to scream. Out of all the places she could have chosen to hide, why did she have to choose my room?

      Lin glanced at me, and for the first time since she and I met, I could see her breaking out in a cold sweat. She was clearly aware of what would happen should these two spot her. I felt a little vindictive, but I knew this was a dangerous situation.

      “H-hey,” I said to the two movers. “Actually, why don’t you both put the rest of my furniture in the living room? I’m sure it’ll be easier.”

      While the two men looked a little confused, neither of them refused my request. I was the client, after all.

      “We can do that,” the blond man with a thick beard said.

      “Thank you.”

      I watched the pair go without even glancing at the ceiling, sighed in relief when they walked out of the room, and then closed the door behind me and turned around. I glared up at the ceiling where Lin was hiding.

      “What possessed you to hide in this room?” I asked with a hiss.

      After slithering down from the ceiling, Lin crossed her arms and looked a little indignant. “You told this princess to hide. She could not think of anywhere to hide, so she thought the ceiling was the best option.”

      “But why the ceiling in this room?” I asked.

      Lin suddenly blushed a little. The light pink hue on her dark skin created a wonderful contrast that made my heartbeat accelerate… just a bit.

      “…” she mumbled.

      “You are going to have to speak up,” I said. “I can’t hear you.”

      “This room has your scent,” she muttered in a louder voice.

      Her words caused me to freeze, but it only lasted for a moment before my own skin began feeling hot. It wasn’t just my face that felt warm either. I was pretty sure my whole body was blushing.

      I recalled that back when Lin had been transformed into a snake, she had often buried her head in my pillow and flicked out her tongue, which was the organ Lamia used to smell with. Of course, she had a nose just like a human and it could smell things. However, Lin had told me that a Lamia’s tongue was able to pick up tiny particles from the air. Knowing this, I realized she had probably been using her tongue to take in my scent within this room.

      “Oh…” I placed my hand against my chest and forced myself to calm down. I wasn’t some blushing virgin who got excited just because of the things a girl said to me, but I also couldn’t deny that a girl admitting she had gone into my room because it smelled like me was a bit embarrassing. “In that case, please stay here. Don’t come out while the movers are moving everything.”

      “This princess will remain in your room,” Lin said with a nod.

      “Good.” I sighed, though whether in relief or resignation, not even I knew. “I’ll be back once they are gone.”

      Since Lin had agreed to remain in my room, I walked outside and closed the door behind me. The movers were just coming back with the next set of furniture, my bed, which they moved into the living room as I requested. It was probably a good thing I only had four pieces of furniture. It only took them fifteen minutes to move the bed, the tub, and my dresser into the living room.

      I made sure to lock both the front gate and the door after they left. Then I had Lin help me move my furniture into my bedroom. This was a bit more difficult because Lin’s tail kept getting in the way, but we eventually managed to get everything inside.

      The secondary bedroom of this house was about twice the size of my original room, which meant the three pieces of furniture I possessed didn’t take up much space. I put my bed in the far corner of the room. My bookshelf was in the other corner. Next to it was my dresser and alchemy set. There was nothing else. I didn’t need the tub anymore since this place had a built-in bath. I’d have to get rid of it, or maybe I could find some use for it other than bathing. I also wanted to add more furniture to this room. A large table or desk where I could perform alchemy would be ideal.

      “Now I just need to buy furniture for the rest of the house,” I said as Lin and I sat in the living room. We had no chairs, so we were sitting on the floor. “We will need chairs, a table, maybe a couch… and for your room, we’ll need a large bed at least…” I stared at Lin’s naked chest and then further down at her completely exposed pussy lips. They were very smooth and surrounded by glossy-looking scales. I took a deep breath. Don’t get excited. Don’t get excited. “We also need to buy a dresser where you can store some clothes.”

      “Clothing?” Lin frowned at me. “Why would this princess need clothing?”

      “Because I refuse to let you walk around naked anymore. It’s distracting.”

      Lin stared at me for several seconds before a smile broke out on her face. A single fang poked out of her mouth when she smiled. Her tail thumped against the carpeted floor as her long, scaled ears wiggled.

      “Could it be that you find this princess attractive?” she asked at last.

      “That goes without saying,” I muttered.

      “This princess is a little confused,” Lin admitted as she continued studying me with her narrowed golden gaze. “You find this princess’s body attractive, and yet you have not done anything to her, even though this princess has willingly offered herself to you.”

      “Obviously, that is because I’m in love with someone else.” I stood up. “There’s no way I could have sex with you. It would be a betrayal of the woman I love.”

      Lin frowned at me. It was clear that she didn’t appreciate my words, and to be honest, I felt bad for saying them, but I needed to draw a clear line. This was the same issue that I had with Fay. Even if I did have some feelings for this Lamia girl, I couldn’t have sex with her. I was in love with Kari.

      Those were the words I told myself as I traveled to the Merchant District.

      It had been awhile since I’d been to the Merchant District. I didn’t shop much except to buy food, and when I needed alchemy ingredients, I could always head to the Alchemist Association. My current goal was to buy more furniture to fill up my house. I had about 150,000 valis, but I didn’t want to spend more than maybe 100,000, and I’d like to spend even less if at all possible.

      The Merchant District had several carpentries that catered to the creation of furniture. Some of the shops did custom work, but most of them sold premade furniture.

      I traveled to the carpentry that was owned by Ms. Nadine’s husband, which I had been given directions to after asking my boss if her husband made furniture. He owned a carpentry that was operated by himself, his two sons, and an apprentice. Ms. Nadine told me they did primarily custom work, but they also had a lot of premade furniture.

      “So you’re the brat Nadine keeps telling me about,” Ms. Nadine’s husband said the moment I walked in. “My name is Vance. These two brats are Casius and Kaleb. I think you’ve met them before since they sometimes work at Nadine’s library. My apprentice is currently dealing with our lumber supplier, so he isn’t here right now, but I’ll introduce him to you later.”

      Vance was a tall, well-built man. He was maybe a few centimeters taller than myself. His sandy brown hair was cut relatively short on top and formed a short pomp at the front of the hairline. While the hair on his head was relatively short, the beard that traveled along his cheeks and jaw was thick. He wore brown leather pants, an off-white shirt with long sleeves, and a leather vest that matched his pants. Sturdy-looking boots thunked against the floor when he walked.

      His two children looked a lot like him, but I could see Ms. Nadine in their cheek bones and nose. Where this man looked rough, they had a slight feminine quality that softened their facial features. The clothing they wore was somewhat similar to their father’s. The only thing they were lacking was his vest.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” I said.

      “Phe. Don’t call me ‘sir.’ I’m no ‘sir.’ Just call me Vance.” The man crossed his thick arms, which looked like they could squash my head like a grape. “Since you’re here, I’m guessing you need some furniture. What are you looking for?”

      “I need a large bed, preferably one that is at least six or seven meters in length. I would also like a dresser, a nightstand, a desk that’s large enough to fit an alchemy set on it, several chairs, a table for eating dinner, and a couch.”

      As I spoke, Vance’s eyes slowly widened as he realized how much I was looking to buy. He uncrossed his arms and let them hang at his side, having gone almost limp. He looked like he’d been struck dumb.

      “You looking to fill an entire house or something?” he asked, while his two children looked back and forth between us.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “I just bought a house the other day. However, I only have a bit of furniture since the last place I owned was rather small. I’m looking to fill the house with more.”

      Vance blew out a large breath. “How much valis are you looking to spend?”

      “Fifty thousand.”

      “Well, I can definitely get you some top-quality furniture if you’ve got that much.” Vance rubbed his thick beard. “I can even do some nice custom work for you if you’re willing to pay that much money.”

      “Currently, I’m looking for premade furniture,” I told him. “My house is practically empty, so I just need something to fill it.”

      “Right.” He nodded. “Let’s take a look around the shop and see if there’s anything you like.”

      The shop was pretty spacious, but most of that space was filled with different types of furniture being displayed. There were beds, armoires, dressers, nightstands, couches, chairs, tables, and desks, all of which looked fairly standard but also durable. My guess was that these sets of furniture were simple because they were premade. Vance probably made most of his money doing custom work.

      It took around an hour to decide on what I should get. I eventually bought a table and two chairs, a six-meter-long couch, an armoire, a dresser, and a nightstand. The bed I wanted to buy Lin didn’t exist. There was no bed in the size I was looking for, which meant I had to buy a custom bed. Fortunately, I had the money. After totaling up the cost of everything, it came to about 29,000 valis.

      “I’m assuming you’ll want help moving all this to your house, right?” Vance suddenly asked. “We do offer that service to people.”

      His words caused me to suddenly remember that I had not told Lin to hide, which in hindsight was something I really ought to have done. Of course, moving all this furniture was going to require help. That much should have been obvious, but I hadn’t even been thinking about what would happen after I bought all that furniture.

      All I could do was silently lament.
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      I was really glad Erica found us when she did. It took fifteen days in her carriage to reach Midgard, which meant it probably would have taken us around a month if not longer had we traveled there on foot. Actually, it probably would have taken longer because Kari would have dragged me off to explore any ruins we found along the way.

      Kari was gawking as she looked out the window, and I didn’t think I was much better. The first thing we laid eyes on was a gigantic gate that towered over us like an S-Rank Goliath—a Demon Beast so big it was said to be the same size as a mountain. It was bigger even than the mountain that the Imperial Royal Castle of Nevaria had been located on top of.

      The gate was currently open, but we had to stop at the front, where several guards were inspecting the various carriages, carts, and people attempting to enter the city. I looked at one of the guards as she walked up to our carriage. She wore a shining silver breastplate with a fierce-looking beast etched onto the front. Polished shoulder pauldrons and gauntlets clicked together as she moved. A skirt swished beneath her breastplate, revealing powerful legs clad in metal plating. Her outfit was topped off with a gigantic claymore strapped across her back. It looked even taller than the woman carrying it.

      “May I see your identification papers?” the guard asked the driver, a young woman who was quick to produce a sheet of parchment. The guard inspected the parchment, nodded, and then handed the papers back. “You may enter.”

      “Who are those people?” asked Kari as the driver cracked on the reigns and got the carriage moving again.

      “They are members of the Midgard Spiritual Knights,” Erica replied, gazing at the woman with a strange gleam in her eyes. I wasn’t sure what that look meant, but it gave me chills. “They belong to an elite group whose job is to protect the city.”

      “They aren’t a sect?” I asked.

      Erica shook her head. “The job of a sect is to take jobs that happen outside of Midgard… usually. The job of the Midgard Spiritual Knights is to protect the peace within Midgard. Of course, this is a big city, and they cannot be everywhere at once. However, the Midgard Spiritual Knights are the most powerful and populous force within the city.” She paused. “Part of this is because a sect’s headquarters is not actually located within Midgard itself, but it is also true that this group has far more members than any one sect.”

      “What do you mean by ‘a sect’s headquarters is not in Midgard’?” asked Kari, turning away from the window to look at Erica.

      “The Northern Plains is a vast place,” Erica explained. “There are hundreds of cities located across these plains and even more villages and towns. Most sects are stationed inside of these cities, towns, and villages. However, there may be people from other cities, villages, and towns who wish to hire a specific sect. For example, say you have a Demon Beast rampaging in an area near your town. You wouldn’t want to hire the Alchemist Association for that. You’d want a fighting sect like the Battling Valkyries or the Paladin Sect. Midgard, being the central hub of the Northern Plains, is a great place for people who wish to hire a sect but cannot afford to travel all the way to that specific sect’s headquarters. Every sect on the Northern Plains has a branch office here for that reason. Requests for jobs come into Midgard for sects every single day.”

      “I see…” Kari mumbled, her eyes quite wide.

      I listened to Erica explain things to Kari, but most of my attention was focused on the city outside of the carriage. Buildings that were easily four, five, and even six stories high sat on either side of a street paved with stone. Like Vahn, the streets here had walkways on either side of the road for pedestrian traffic. Many of the buildings were made from brick and stucco. Quite a few had motifs and various designs etched along them and even more had signs that signified each building’s purpose. There were shops, sect branch offices, inns, and various other residences. Everything seemed incredibly orderly despite the amount of hustle and bustle.

      Looking further down the road, my jaw dropped and my eyes felt like they would roll from their sockets.

      Towering over everything from much further in were seven massive towers. I remembered seeing them from a distance when we were in that small town, but it was only now that I truly understood their magnitude and majesty. They stood over everything like silent sentinels. I had no idea what they were made from, but each one looked like a stake attempting to spear the heavens. From this distance, I couldn’t tell how close together they were situated. The closer we got, the further apart they seemed to become, but I knew that was my perceptions playing tricks on me. The first six were surrounding the last one, which was larger than all the others.

      “What are those towers?” I asked.

      “Ah.” Erica made a sound in the back of her throat. “Those towers belong to the most powerful sects within Midgard. The first six belong to the Paladin Sect, the Spiritualism Research Sect, the Alchemist Association, the Poison Sect, the Healer’s Sect, and the Battling Valkyries. The last one in the center is the grand headquarters for the Midgard Spiritual Knights.”

      “That means your sect is one of the most powerful sects in Midgard,” I muttered, staring at the woman sitting across from Kari and me in shock.

      Her sweet smile did not settle my nerves. “You are correct. Our sect is the most recent to occupy that tower. Our previous leader, Alexis, was so strong she could defeat A-Rank Demon Beasts without aid.”

      Kari and I gawked at the woman, stunned into silence.

      An A-Rank Demon Beast was an incredibly ferocious and powerful monster that was capable of using Spiritual Attacks strong enough to annihilate whole swaths of Spiritualists. Kari and I had faced a number of Demon Beasts while journeying across the Endless Desert and the Northern Plains. However, even with the two of us combined, we could barely manage to defeat a B-Rank Demon Beast, and that was considered an incredible accomplishment by the people of Nevaria.

      It made me wonder how strong the many sects of the Northern Plains really were.

      “That leader of yours must be a frightening individual,” Kari muttered.

      Erica’s smile widened. “You would think so, but she was actually quite kind, if a tad standoffish. She could also be surprisingly childish, especially if you commented on her height.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that, and I could tell from Kari’s expression that she didn’t either, but neither of us said anything.

      “In either event, I will drop you two off at a good inn that you can stay at,” Erica continued despite our expressions. I had a feeling she was amused by our response. “It’s called the Antiquity Inn. Aside from being one of the oldest and most well-established inns, it is also the one with the greatest amenities and has the most affordable prices.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “We really appreciate what you’ve done for us.”

      “Pay it no mind.” The woman waved her hand as if it wasn’t a problem. “I learned a lot from our conversations these past few days, and I rather like you two.”

      “I hate to ask for more when you’ve already helped us so much, but do you have any advice on how the two of us can find work?” asked Kari. “Should we join a sect, or…”

      “That is a very good question.” Erica nodded and crossed her arms. She uncrossed her legs, setting her left leg on the ground and raising her right leg to cross them again. “You can, of course, join a sect. However, you do have to be careful. There are many sects within Midgard, and not all of them are good. If you wish to gain steady employ and income, I’d personally recommend joining the Midgard Spiritual Knights, but that would mean staying in Midgard, which I don’t think either of you want.”

      Kari and I shook our heads. While I personally didn’t care too much, I knew that Kari wanted to go exploring. She wanted to travel the world, visit ruins, and go on adventures. For me, as long as I was with her, nothing else mattered.

      “In that case, I would recommend joining the Explorers Guild,” Erica informed us. “They do a lot of traveling and excavations of ancient ruins and unique sites with great historical significance. Because of the dangers that are inherent with exploring newly discovered ruins, they are always looking for strong people who have a good head on their shoulders.” She gave Kari what I was going to call her signature smile. “I’m certain you will flourish in a sect like that.”

      “We’ll be sure to look them up.” Kari gave the woman her brightest smile. “Thank you!”

      That strange look appeared in the woman’s eyes as she stared at Kari, the same look she gave that female Midgard Spiritual Knight. It made me shudder. That expression made it seem like she wanted to devour Kari… and I didn’t mean that in a literal way.

      Erica dropped us off in front of a large building that was at least five stories. I was judging its height from the number of windows. It looked a lot like an ancient structure that had been refurbished, with large columns spaced evenly around it and several statues of various mystical creatures near the entrance. I recognized the Dragon and Griffin, but there was another beast I had never seen before that resembled a Chimera but was slightly different.

      A sub-variation perhaps?

      The inside was every bit as impressive as the outside, though I was speaking mostly in terms of size. Kari and I walked into a lobby that was incredibly spacious. A number of columns supported the ribbed ceiling. They were thick enough that it would take three of me to wrap my arms around them.

      Quite a few people were in the lobby. Now that I was paying more attention, I realized this city had more than just humans. There were a group of Lamia to my left. Fortunately, these Lamia actually wore clothes. On my right were a group of catlike people. Their bodies were covered in fur, a tail jutted from their tailbones, and they had ears on their heads. I believe they were Pantherians, a race of the Beastmen species. I had seen a few of these races after we entered the Northern Plains, but seeing so many in the same place was shocking.

      “Let’s get a room,” Kari said, seemingly taking in all these different races much better than I was.

      She led me to the inn’s front desk, where a young woman in a tailored suit stood with her hands clasped before her. The sharp accents of her clothes gave her a professional appearance, and her smile, clearly one meant to make people feel at ease, added to her visual appeal.

      “Welcome to the Antiquity Inn,” she greeted us. “I assume you wish to book a room with us?”

      “Yes,” Kari said.

      “For how long?” asked the woman.

      Kari went silent as she realized she didn’t know how long we should stay. I stepped forward and took over the negotiations for her.

      “How much does a single night with a one-bed room cost?”

      “For one night in a room with one bed, it will cost 150 valis,” she answered immediately. “For every night after that, it will cost an extra seventy valis.”

      Nodding at her information, I quickly calculated how much money we could afford to spend on housing. We currently had 14,600 valis on us, which we had earned by doing odd jobs while traveling. I wasn’t sure how much food cost in Midgard, but if we went by the standard price of goods in the cities we visited, it would probably cost around 4,700 to 6,000 valis for a single month. I used the higher cost as our estimate because it was better to have a margin for error.

      “We would like to book a room with one bed for fifteen nights,” Kari answered before I could.

      “Very well.” The woman grabbed a quill, a jar of ink, and a sheet of parchment, all of which she set on the counter. “Could I ask that you both sign your names right here please?”

      Kari grabbed the quill first and signed her name. She handed it off to me, and I signed next. Once our signatures were filled out, we were asked to exchange the valis for all fifteen nights in advance. Apparently, if we wished to cancel at any point in time, we would receive a return for the nights we had not stayed for, except they would take a fifty valis fee. After she explained this, the woman handed us a key and asked a porter to direct us to our room.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect from such a fancy-looking inn, but the room we were led to was quaint but nice. It didn’t have any embellishments. It was just a decently sized room with a single bed, a nightstand, a dresser, and a room off to the side, which we learned from the porter was actually a personal toilet.

      “This place is really impressive,” Kari muttered as she stared at the toilet. “Even the toilets in the Imperial Royal Palace were not this nice. It actually has running water!”

      “I didn’t realize there was such a unique use for runes,” I added. The toilet apparently used a rune array to create water, which flushed the waste through a set of pipes that went into a sewer system beneath Midgard—so the porter said.

      “Me neither.”

      After locking the door, Kari and I walked further into the room. She set her ranseur in a corner and stretched her arms. This seemingly innocent action caused her long, luxurious hair to shift and shimmer, but I was paying more attention to her chest.

      “We’ve finally made it to Midgard,” Kari said. “What should we do now?”

      “Well, we could rest,” I began, “Or…”

      Kari smiled at me with a mischievous look she only had during certain moments. “Or?”

      I walked up to her until there was barely a centimeter of space separating us. I placed a hand on her cheek and slowly caressed her fair skin, causing Kari to close her eyes and lean into my palm.

      “Or you and I can enjoy our first time alone together in fifteen days,” I said in a husky voice.

      “Mmm… I like your second idea better,” Kari admitted before leaning up on her toes.

      Our kiss did not start off slow. I don’t think either of us was in the mood for slow and soft just then. Fueled by the burning desires we had suppressed during our time with Erica, the two of us attacked each other's mouth with passionate zeal. Our tongues became almost warlike as they collided and danced.

      Nasally gasping soon echoed around the room as I pushed Kari against the wall. She didn’t resist. Raising her left leg, she hooked it around my hips and ground her pelvis against my crotch, instantly bringing my erection to full stiffness. In response to her actions, I stopped kissing her mouth to attack her neck. Kari released a loud, lyrical moan from her already open mouth as her hands came up and grabbed the back of my head as if to pull me in.

      “It has been far too long since we’ve done this,” I muttered.

      “Hmmm…” Kari seemed to agree, but she wasn’t speaking.

      I reached underneath her shirt and pressed my hands against her warm stomach. Her flat, soft belly twitched underneath my fingers as I moved them up, slowly gliding my fingers along her skin. I was soon cupping her chest, massaging it and causing Kari’s breathing to grow heavier.

      I worked my mouth along her collarbone, neck, and jawline, but I soon began traveling further down, kissing the small bit of cleavage visible between the gap in her shirt. Wanting more, I pushed her shirt up. Kari raised her hands, allowing me to remove the offending article of clothing. Now with her torso revealed, I was able to admire her large, round breasts, which looked quite heavy as they rested against her chest.

      “It isn’t fair if I’m the only one half-naked,” Kari said, leaning back and breathing heavily through her nose. Her cheeks were flushed, while her eyes glimmered with excitement.

      “You’re right.” I reached down and removed my leather tunic and shirt, which I tossed aside. “It isn’t.”

      We began kissing each other again, our bodies pushed together so her breasts were squashed against my chest. I could feel her nipples rub against me. They had grown hard at some point, creating an electric feeling like lightning traveling along my skin.

      When I removed my mouth from hers, Kari complained for but a moment before I kissed my way between the valley of her breasts. At the same time, I reached out to pinch and tug on her nipples. Kari squealed as her already hard nipples became engorged. While allowing my hands to toy with her chest, I knelt down and kissed and licked her stomach, enjoying the slightly salty taste of her sweat, before I reached her pants.

      They were simple pants. A pair of buttons kept them from sliding down her hips and a belt was cinched around her waist. I sighed and stopped playing with her breasts to remove the belt, but when it came time to remove the buttons, I leaned over and undid them with my teeth.

      “I love it when you do that,” Kari muttered as she stared down at me. I could only see her eyes because her breasts were in the way, but I could tell she was smiling.

      “I know.” I grinned up at her. “That’s why I practiced my unbuttoning skills every night.”

      Kari giggled as her pants became loose after undoing the buttons, and I slid them down her hips, revealing centimeter after centimeter of her tantalizing skin. Kari’s smooth pussy soon became visible. Her lips had become engorged with arousal, glistening liquid coating the outside. When her pants were pooled around her calves, she stepped out and raised her right leg, placing her thigh on my shoulder.

      “I’ve missed this scent,” I admitted as I looked up at her and smiled.

      Kari’s cheeks turned red, but she was also smiling. “You’ve become a pervert.”

      “You made me a pervert.”

      “Is that how it iiiIIIISSSS?! OH!”

      While she was talking, I leaned over and pressed my mouth against her dripping wet pussy in a kiss. I pushed my tongue into her folds and lapped up at the juices already staining her entrance. After which, I removed my tongue so I could insert a finger inside of her. I watched as the centimeters of my skin disappeared, first until it was up to the first knuckle, then the second, and then the third. Kari gasped at the intrusion as her pussy sucked me in.

      Kari was no longer talking as I began pumping it inside of her. Her loud moans rang throughout the room as she pawed at her own tits, pinching, squeezing, and rolling her nipples between her fingers. I watched her for a moment, staring at the look of ecstasy on her face with a smile, before turning my attention back to my own activities. Her lips were sucking my finger in and keeping it there like a vice. I’d pull it out, causing her lips to part and her juices to flow, then push back in and make a “come hither” gesture inside of her.

      Then I added a second finger.

      The pitch of Kari’s moans changed after my second finger was pushed inside of her. Louder and more frantic, the sweet noises she released were music to my ears. I curled both fingers again, found what I was looking for, and rubbed that small spot that I knew drove her wild.

      “Ahh! Haa! Haaahhh! Ah!”

      Wanting to hear more of those sounds, I worked out her clit from underneath its hood with my thumb, and then leaned forward and began licking it. The walls of her pussy convulsed around my fingers as her wailing moans increased in volume. This lasted for some time before she let out a very sharp, very loud scream as her walls became so tight that I couldn’t move my fingers, and then released her love nectar, which splashed against my face and dripped down her legs.

      I did my best not to let a single drop spill, but it was honestly difficult. Kari released a lot of fluids when she orgasmed. I was pretty sure most of it splashed onto my chest and thighs, but some of it also got on my lower face.

      The moment her orgasm ended, Kari became boneless, tilting to the side as she almost fell. I caught her in my arms. Lifting her into a bridal carry, I moved to the bed and set her down so her feet were dangling over the edge. I spread her legs apart, the pulsating lips of her vagina still glistening with her juices and my saliva.

      “Eryk…” Kari moaned as her glazed-over eyes came to. She blinked several times, the dull luster becoming more vibrant.

      I leaned over and kissed her. She didn’t mind the taste of herself on my mouth as she kissed me back. While I gently probed the inside of her mouth with my tongue, I reached out and clasped our hands together, our fingers laced.

      “I love you,” I whispered as our lips parted. My voice was filled with heat, the same fire that was burning me inside.

      “I love you too.” Kari gave me a tender smile before her face scrunched up as I slid my dick inside of her. The feeling was euphoric. “Hrnnn!!”

      I took things slowly, rocking my hips back and forth, building up a slow intensity. I wanted this moment to last. I’d pull my dick out until just the head was inside, and then push it back inside of her, spreading her pussy lips wide as I penetrated the deepest parts of her vagina.

      Our breathing was heavy as we made love. Loud, intoxicated gasps mixed with low moans and soft grunts as our mouths hampered the other person’s. The muscles in my back and butt flexed as I increased the speed of my thrusts, until a loud slapping sound mixed into the music we were making like the beating of a drum.

      At some point, Kari locked her legs around my hips. I could feel her heels digging into my backside as she urged me to move faster. Our hands remained tightly clasped as my increased speed caused her face to clench and her nose to scrunch up as her kisses became more frantic. The sound of her moans, muffled by my mouth, reverberated inside of me.

      A bright light flashed in my eyes. I thought for a moment that I’d had a mind-blowing orgasm, but I hadn’t cum yet, and I was still thrusting my hips in time to Kari’s movements. I looked down. Kari’s body was covered in sweat, her breasts were jiggling and bouncing, and there was a strange symbol glowing on her left breast directly where her heart would be. It looked like runes surrounded by a circle.

      A rune array.
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I barely had a moment to ponder the strange symbol. My end came all too soon. I felt my balls tighten seconds before I released my load inside of her. Kari screamed and bit down on my shoulder. The golden symbols on her chest flared to even greater intensity. Her hips shook as her legs tightened around me. I groaned as my cock released the last few spurts it had. I imagined her insides had been completely painted white.

      The two of us took several deep breaths as we came down from our bliss. I raised my body a little so I could look down at this goddess who had saved my life. Her body was covered in sweat, both her own and mine. It caused her skin to glisten and shine. I wanted to lick the sweat off her body, but more than that, I wanted to lean down and kiss those slightly bruised lips some more.

      My dick grew hard while still inside of Kari.

      It really had been too long since we’d made love like this. That was the problem with traveling alongside someone else. Erica had been a big help, but her presence meant Kari and I had been unable to spend a single intimate moment alone together.

      “Shall we go another round?” I asked.

      Coming down from her post-orgasm high, Kari looked at my face, and then looked down at our conjoined hips. My hard dick was still buried up to the hilt inside of her, which meant all I could see was the engorged lips of her pussy, her slightly twitching clit, and the cum leaking from it. She looked back at my face and gave me an amused smile.

      “I can certainly go for another round,” she agreed before rocking her hips against mine.

      We ended up spending several more hours making love before falling to exhaustion. The mark on her chest would disappear the next day, and I’d forget all about it.
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        * * *

      

      Five days had passed since Eryk and Albert had agreed to have an Honor Duel to settle their dispute. During that time, word had spread like wildfire, which explained why the seats of the Colosseum were currently filled with people. All of them were nobles, of course. This affair was one in which a peasant had offended a noble. None of the noble families wanted the common folks to witness this Honor Duel, which was most unorthodox due to who was fighting.

      Kari glanced at all the people as she sat in the viewing booth reserved for the Astralia Royal Family. While the lower seating reserved for commoners didn’t have anyone, all of the middle and penthouse seats reserved for the nobility and rich merchants had been filled. She recognized many of the families in attendance. Even though she didn’t enjoy it, Kari had been forced to attend many functions with her mother, brothers, and fathers, and so she had met a good portion of the nobles currently sitting and chatting with each other.

      “So many noble families have come to witness this Honor Duel.” Kari could feel the way gravity dragged her lips down. “I’ve witnessed several Honor Duels in the past, but none of them have ever had so many nobles show up.”

      “That is because this Honor Duel holds more significance to them than a normal duel.” Her mother also observed the many people present, but unlike Kari, she looked unfazed. “This is an Honor Duel between a noble and a peasant. Such a thing has never happened before, so they are naturally invested in this fight, which could potentially change the political climate between them and the commonwealth.” She paused and tilted her head. “I also believe some of them just want to see your friend get humiliated.”

      Kari clenched her hands, hidden within the sleeves of her robes. “Eryk won’t lose.”

      “You have so much confidence in that young man.” Her mother turned just her head and looked into her eyes, a half-smile crossing her face. “I wonder what this young man has done to earn such confidence from you?”

      Kari could feel the way her cheeks burned as she turned her head.

      The booth meant for the Royal Family was a balcony located higher up than even the seating meant for nobles. It gave them a clear view of the arena and the crowd. The height was also to protect the Royal Family in case someone tried to attack. There were very few Spiritual Techniques that possessed the range necessary to reach them. The balustrade was also designed with a material that could absorb Spiritual Power to some extent.

      With Kari and her mother were her three brothers and two of her mother’s husbands, Rainer and Valence—her birth father. Her fathers sat behind her and her mother, while her three brothers sat in the last row up. Each row was elevated so their view wouldn’t be obstructed by the people in front.

      “Oh, man,” Geirolf said with a grin. “I can’t believe a peasant has actually challenged a noble to an Honor Duel. Is that even allowed?”

      “It’s not against the rules,” Earland said quietly, his face stony. “The reason it has never been done before is because most commoners are afraid of the noble family’s retribution. Even though there are many strong individuals amongst the commoners, the strength of a single individual is nothing when compared to the strength of a noble family.”

      “I guess.” Geirolf leaned back in his chair, a grin still plastered on his face.

      “I’m more shocked that the commoner who is taking part in this Honor Duel knows Kari,” Mykkel said as he rubbed his chin. Kari had noticed that he was getting a little bit of stubble. He needed to shave.

      “I’m also pretty curious about this young man who knows you,” Valence said in response to Mykkel’s comment. He was looking at Kari with the same stern frown he always wore. “I heard rumors that this challenge happened while the two of you were traipsing through Nevaria together. The rumor being spread around is that the two of you were holding hands. Are you and he really so close?”

      “F-Father!” Kari shrieked as her face began to burn. She wished she could hide her head inside of her tunic.

      “I guess that answers your question,” Rainer said with a gentle smile.

      “Hmph!”

      As her father turned his head with a soft huff, Kari tried to forget this entire conversation happened. She looked at the arena floor, where three people were standing.
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        * * *

      

      I had dressed myself in something different today. The durable linen undershirt was an off-white color that had long sleeves, but the sleeves were hidden by the leather vambraces that wrapped around my forearms. I wore no armor. Instead, I was just wearing a plain leather tunic that was a dark brown, the same as my boots and pants. While the boots were also made of a durable leather, the pants were simple wool. Cinched around my pants was a leather belt.

      Albert stood several meters away, decked to the nines in glistening silver armor. The chestplate, shoulder pauldrons, gauntlets, and greaves made him look much more like a warrior than I did. He also carried a weapon, unlike myself. A sword was strapped to his hip. It was just a standard broadsword, nothing too special, but it did have an enameled pommel.

      A stern frown was plastered on Albert’s face. “Do you not have a weapon?”

      “I don’t need one.” I shrugged. The frown Albert wore grew larger.

      “You’re an interesting kid, you know that?” said the other person standing in the arena.

      The man who stood between myself and Albert was a few centimeters taller than me, had silvery hair that didn’t seem to come from age, and a young-looking face that possessed a boyish sort of charm. It was hard to tell how old he was. However, this man was also one of Empress Hilda’s husbands, so I believed he was at least somewhere in his 30s. He wore red pants, a black shirt, and a red trench coat that went down to his boots.

      “You think so?” I glanced at the man.

      He nodded. “I know so. Not only did you somehow befriend our little Kari, but you’ve earned the ire of the Himmel Family, and you don’t plan on using a weapon to fight against their most outstanding young Spiritualist. That puts you at a severe disadvantage, but you don’t even seem to care.”

      I shrugged. “That’s because I don’t care. In any case, my current weapon of choice isn’t ready yet, so I couldn’t use one even if I wanted to.”

      That was not strictly true. I could use regular swords, but I had grown so used to wielding the Dragon’s Tail Ruler that no other weapon felt right anymore.

      “Whatever you say, kid.” Wearing a somewhat lazy grin, Kari’s father—half-father, I guess—sucked in a deep breath and spoke in a loud, booming voice that echoed across the Colosseum. “Okay, everyone! It’s time to settle down!”

      The gathered nobles sitting in the middle and upper seating of the Colosseum grew silent. I glanced around at the many nobles present. I didn’t recognize many of them. In fact, aside from the Valstine Family, who I spotted sitting in a row of seats to my left, the nearly ten thousand people gathered were all faces I had never seen before. That just went to show me how little I actually knew about my home.

      “So… it seems there has been some contention between Eryk Veiger over here and the Himmel Family,” said Empress Hilda’s second husband, his voice loud and booming. I think his name was Dante. “Apparently, Alf and Arvid Himmel were found injured by the heir of the Leucht Family, who witnessed Eryk beating them to a bloody pulp. Alf and Arvid don’t remember this happening. However, it has caused the Himmel Family a good deal of grief. To settle this dispute, Eryk is facing off with Albert Himmel in an Honor Duel to prove his innocence.”

      I tried to feign patience as I listened to the man explain what this duel was all about, but I honestly just wanted to get this fight started. That said, I understood that he was explaining all this for a reason, so I held my tongue.

      “I’m not going to bore you with the details about this duel,” Dante continued speaking to the crowd. “The winner will be decided by knockout or forfeit. Killing is not allowed. If either of you kills the other, I will not hesitate to kill you in return.” A brief burst of Spiritual Pressure pushed down on Albert and me as Dante’s eyes flashed. “Is that understood?”

      “Perfectly,” I said.

      Albert nodded. “I understand.”

      “I’m glad you both understand.” Dante’s smile contained a strange pressure. I think it was because his smiles up to this point seemed so lackadaisical. His smile right now was not. “You should also both understand this. Regardless of the outcome for this Honor Duel, the dispute between the two of you will be over once the dust settles. The loser will be punished according to the law, while the winner will no longer bother the loser.”

      While he didn’t ask, “Is that understood?” the implied question rang clearly in his voice. Me and Albert nodded to signify that we understood, causing his smile to once more become lazy. He walked backward for several meters, turned around, and raised his hand.

      “In that case, I now consider this fight officially underway.” Dante swung his hand down as though attempting to cut thin air. “You may begin now!”
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      Despite the battle beginning, neither Albert nor Eryk made a move, causing many individuals within the stands to grumble in disappointment. Several complaints were expressed by those who weren’t knowledgeable about combat. Fay could hear their grumbling from where she sat beside her dad.

      Fay glanced at the two figures standing down below and bit her lip. “Why haven’t they moved? The battle has already started.”

      “It is not as easy as you seem to think,” her dad said. Fay looked at her father. When he saw the confusion on her face, he explained. “The battle has indeed started, but there is more than one way to fight. Right now, those two are sizing each other up, trying to determine the other’s strength without raising a fist. It is said that a skilled Spiritualist can determine the strength of another individual with just a glance. I suspect that is what they are currently doing.”

      While Fay believed she was getting stronger, she was also aware that she didn’t know everything about Spiritualists or what it meant to be one. Her training was progressing well. She could use the Flash Step with relative accuracy now. However, outside of her physical strength, the Flash Step, and the one Spiritual Technique she learned from her family’s library, her skills and experience were lacking.

      “Do not worry, Fay.” Her dad patted her on the shoulder. “That sort of talent is something you can only gain with experience. With training and experience, you will eventually be able to size up your opponents just like Eryk seems capable of doing.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Fay said as she glanced at the stern face of Eryk. He hadn’t moved at all since the battle started. His eyes had a cold calmness about them that chilled her to the bone. At the same time, an odd warmth spread through her chest and cheeks.

      “Speaking of training with Eryk, how has your relationship with that young man progressed? Have you managed to seduce him yet?” her dad suddenly asked a question that caused fire to burn her cheeks.

      “T-that’s not something you should ask a girl!” Fay shouted at the man.

      Her father laughed at her, which just caused her to feel even more embarrassed. Did this man have no tact?! She’d never felt this humiliated before in her entire life!

      “Still, though…” Her dad settled down and glanced back at the arena and, more specifically, at the two figures standing several meters away from each other. “It’s odd.”

      Having calmed down, Fay frowned at her dad in confusion. “What is odd?”

      “That young man you are so fond of.” Her father’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not much of a Spiritualist these days, but I at least have the experience to recognize when someone else has seen combat. The eyes of that young man tell me that he has experienced a lot of battles and shed much blood in his life. I wonder just what sort of life he’s lived up to now?”

      Fay glanced at the young man her heart yearned for, reached up, and slowly clutched her chest.

      Down in the arena, Albert and Eryk continued their standoff.
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        * * *

      

      I watched as the frown on Albert’s face grew increasingly dense, not letting a single emotion show on my face. It was hard. Part of me wanted to smile. I could already tell this man was losing confidence because he couldn’t see through me, couldn’t estimate my strength the way I could his.

      This standoff was pointless.

      “Are you not going to attack?” I asked softly.

      “It would be foolish of me to attack you when I am not certain of my victory,” Albert said, clutching the sword in his hand—his hand that was shaking, I might add.

      I spread my arms wide. “You would say that now, after having met me in this arena for the sake of incriminating me with the crime of harming two nobles? Were you not the one who challenged me? What use is there in challenging me to an Honor Duel if all you are going to do is stand around? Shall we remain standing like this in perpetuity?”

      Albert frowned as his grip on the broadsword tightened. He knew he couldn’t afford to not fight me, yet he also couldn’t see through my strength. For a Spiritualist, not being able to see the strength of your opponent was a dangerous thing. It meant there was a good chance that your opponent was stronger than you.

      I waited patiently as the man’s eyes finally hardened, showing a determined gleam that made me drop my hands. Albert shifted his feet, and then blasted off the ground, racing toward me at a quick trot. Given that he used no Spiritual Power, he actually moved quite fast.

      It was still too slow.

      Albert’s first attack was a downward hack. He raised his broadsword above his head and sliced it down as though to cut me in twain. I stepped to the side and turned my body, facing the sword as it fell through the place where I’d been standing. My eyes narrowed as I timed my next move. I pushed my finger against the blade’s flat side, merely touching it and applying pressure as I took another step back. My actions knocked Albert off balance and caused him to stumble.

      I could have attacked him then, but I didn’t. I hung back and waited for him to recover.

      Albert turned around and glared at me, his face marred with an intense frown and an embarrassed blush. It was hard to tell if he was displeased or frustrated. I finally allowed myself to smile and beckoned him over with my hand.

      The next attack that came at me was a horizontal slice. If it hit, I didn’t doubt that a normal person’s stomach would have been split open, but I moved back a single step and kicked the flat of his blade with my boot. A loud clang rang out across the Colosseum as the sword was knocked high into the air. Albert managed to keep a hold of his sword, but it cost him dearly. His entire torso was completely exposed. If I wanted to, I could have shoved my fist through his chest.

      I didn’t. Once more, I backed off and allowed the man to recover.

      “You are toying with me.” Albert frowned at me.

      I merely smiled. “How can you say that when you have yet to use a single Spiritual Technique? As a member of the Himmel Family and a former graduate of the Spiritualist Academy, I know you must have at least several.” The smile left my face as I narrowed my eyes. “I want you to show me those techniques of yours so I can break them. I will defeat everything you throw at me. That way no one will be able to claim I cheated.”

      I could tell from the look in Albert’s eyes that he understood my intent, which made this all the more difficult for him. If he did use his Spiritual Techniques on me and I did break them, it would cause his family to lose a lot of face among the other nobles. Their reputation would plummet.

      “Very well.” He let out a deep breath and shifted his stance. A bright red aura erupted from his body. “I’ll show you my Spiritual Techniques. However, do not blame me if you wind up getting seriously injured. You asked for this.”

      “Don’t worry.” I gave him a smile brimming with confidence. “I won’t.”

      Albert shuffled his feet along the ground, the smooth dirt shifting beneath him as he bent his knees. He adopted a stance where his dominant foot was placed in front. He held his broadsword near his face. The blade was pointed straight up as though to pierce the sky. With his gleaming armor reflecting the sun’s glare, he looked very much like a heroic knight doing battle against a Demon Beast.

      The imagery made me snort.

      Two seconds passed before Albert moved. He took two steps forward, spun around, and swung his blade. The swing started from his right shoulder and moved across his body until the sword was pointed toward the ground near his left hip. A powerful wave of fire burst out from the swing, shaped like a crescent wave as it flew toward me. However, he didn’t stop there. Spinning around once more, Albert thrust out his sword and released a strained yell. More fire exploded from the tip, taking the shape of an arrow as it slammed into the crescent wave, increasing both the speed it moved at and its power.

      I could feel the heat from where I stood, feel the sweat that broke out on my skin, but I wasn’t bothered by it. Honestly speaking, the Endless Desert was much hotter than this.

      Still wearing a calm smile, I raised my left hand above my head. I gently released just a tiny trickle of Spiritual Power into my hand. A thin blade of water formed along my raised hand, completely invisible to the naked eye. I doubted there was anyone present who could see it. As the giant crescent wave came closer, I took a single step forward and swung my arm down.

      Albert’s attack was sliced in two.
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        * * *

      

      “What was that?! What just happened?!” Geirolf shouted in shock as he stood up in his seat. Kari couldn’t really blame him. Even though she had expressed confidence in Eryk’s abilities, she could not help but feel shocked by what she had just witnessed.

      Down below, the fire technique that had been blazing toward Eryk was flying off in two separate directions after having been split in two by Eryk’s hand. The two halves eventually sputtered out as they ran out of power. No massive explosion happened. They just disappeared into thin air like wisps of smoke, typical of a C-rank Spiritual Fire Technique after it ran out of Spiritual Power.

      “He just… split Albert’s Spiritual Technique in half like it was nothing,” Mykkel murmured, his eyes wide as he stared at the arena floor.

      “Ho… that was really something.” Rainer stroked his faint beard as he studied Eryk with keen eyes. “I am impressed. Even I cannot tell how he cut that Spiritual Fire Technique in two.” He glanced at Kari’s blood father. “What about you? Could you figure out what happened?”

      Valence stared into the arena for a moment longer, his eyes hard, and then shook his head. “No. I also could not tell what just happened.”

      “It was water.”

      “Mother?” Kari glanced at her mother, who had locked her eyes onto the young man down below. Her face was impassive. Kari couldn’t figure out what this woman was thinking.

      “Water?” Valence, Rainer, Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland all glanced at the empress as well.

      “Are you saying he used a Spiritual Water Technique to cut the flame in half?” asked Valence. “Without using any forms or movement?”

      “That I am not certain of.” Finally, a small crack appeared in her mother’s calm mask. Kari was shocked to see the uncertainty on her mother’s face. “He did not channel any Spiritual Power through the use of forms and movement like a Spiritualist would, so I cannot determine if he used an actual technique or not. However, I can say with certainty that when he raised his hand, a nearly invisible sword made of water appeared around it.”

      “A water blade?” Rainer muttered in a soft voice as he looked from the empress to the arena. “So he has an affinity for the water element then?”

      “It seems that way.” Her mother confirmed with a shrug. She then glanced at Kari. “This young man of yours is most interesting. I wonder what other secrets he has hidden up his sleeves?”

      When Kari saw the smile on her mother’s face, she could not think of anything to say, so she focused back on the arena and tried to pretend her face didn’t feel like it had been struck by a fire technique when her mother called Eryk “her man.”

      She honestly liked the sound of that.
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        * * *

      

      I let my hand fall back to my side after cutting the Spiritual Fire Technique in two. My expression was carefully blank as I looked at my opponent. I was trying not to smile. Albert was staring at me with shock clear on his face, his eyes rapidly blinking as if he was trying to process what he’d just witnessed.

      “Is that all you have?” I asked, modulating my voice to make it sound like I was disappointed.

      Albert frowned, but then he took a step forward, retracted his sword until the pommel was near his torso, and thrust it out. Fire exploded from the tip and shot forward like an arrow. It wasn’t as hot as the previous attack, but it moved much faster.

      I shuffled my feet against the ground and bent my knees. I raised my left hand as though to grab the technique. Meanwhile, I tucked my right hand into my torso and clenched it into a fist. I channeled a very small amount of water toward my fist, surrounding it with a thin layer that was almost completely invisible. As the fire arrow sped toward me, I took a deep breath…

      “HA!”

      … And then expelled the oxygen in my lungs, twisted my torso, and punched the arrow with my right fist. My fist slammed into the fire arrow, which exploded on contact. Steam hissed as some of the water on my hand evaporated. It wasn’t much, though. What’s more, the fire arrow was completely obliterated. Small wisps of fire scattered everywhere before disappearing.

      “Hmm…”

      I retracted my hand and stared at it. There was a small black mark where the fire arrow had struck, showing that my control over my Spiritual Power still wasn’t as good as it could be. I would have to rectify that.

      Albert’s expression had finally turned ugly. He raced toward me. As he came close, he swung his sword in a move that would have cut me open from my left hip to my right shoulder had I not taken several steps back. Then he spun on the balls of his feet and attacked from the opposite direction. The blade caught fire as he did. Waves of flame spewed from the blade with every attack he sent my way, forcing me to move back even further.

      As I backpedaled to gain some distance, Albert chased after me, constantly moving around and swinging his blade, which released numerous flames that sought to burn my flesh. I didn’t know what this Spiritual Technique of his was called. I could only tell that it was a C-rank technique like the last two. However, it seemed to rely on constantly moving the sword and his body to create flames and make them surround the sword, which increased his attack power and caused anyone fighting to become sluggish from the heat.

      This must have been his ultimate technique. His trump card. His ace in the hole.

      Learning Spiritual Techniques was difficult, requiring years of practice to truly master. It required constantly practicing the forms and movements needed to direct the flow of Spiritual Power. If even one wrong move was made, the Spiritual Power would reverse course and cause irreparable damage to the Spiritual Pathways. Because of the difficulty when it came to learning Spiritual Techniques, most people only learned two or three at the most, though some of the more talented Spiritualists learned as many as ten or twenty.

      Of course, the really talented Spiritualists were those who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, and Spiritual Techniques became useless by that point.

      That Albert already knew three Spiritual Techniques was a testament to his talent. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, but he already knew enough techniques that the elders of his clan were probably green with envy. However, for all his talent, I still found him lacking.

      At twenty years of age, Kari had already completely mastered four different Spiritual Techniques, while this man hadn’t even scratched the surface of the techniques he had learned.

      Albert continued to attack me, swinging his sword, shuffling his feet. He used primarily wide arcs when swinging. A diagonal slash from above or below. A horizontal cutting attack toward my stomach. Each attack was wide and therefore easy to spot and avoid, though the heat from the flames would have made things difficult for any normal Spiritualist.

      “Ha… ha...”

      I stared at Albert as he glared at me through half-lidded eyes, chest and shoulders heaving, sweat drenching his clothes.

      “Are you giving up?” I asked.

      “I refuse,” Albert said. “Haaaaaaaaa!!!”

      Albert exploded with Spiritual Power as a bright red flame encased his body. His Spiritual Aura contained a heat so intense that the air around him distorted, but he wasn’t finished. Another scream. This time, the Spiritual Aura he released was sucked back into his body. A vibrant red glow covered his skin like a second layer of flesh.

      So he had reached the Second State of Spiritualism.

      I wasn’t surprised.

      With another shout, Albert raced toward me and attacked. This time when I channeled water into my hand, I made sure to properly control my Spiritual Power. I hardened the water coating my hand as I raised it above my head. Albert had swung his sword down in an overhead chop. The fire wafting from his sword was bright red mixed with yellow.

      I caught his sword in my hand.

      The flames hissed and sputtered out.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy—he just caught Albert’s sword!” Geirolf exclaimed in shock.

      “That he did.” Mykkel sounded much calmer than his younger brother, but his eyes had grown incredibly wide. Earland still hadn’t said anything, but his eyes were narrowed as he stared at the distant figure of Eryk.

      “This boy is very strong,” Valence said in a grave voice. “Even I would not dare to actually catch a sword when it’s covered in flames like that.”

      Rainer glanced at him. “Don’t you mean you couldn’t catch a sword period? I’m pretty sure if you tried to catch a sword, your hand would at least get cut, if not outright sliced off.” Rainer turned back toward the arena. “That said, I do wonder how he managed to catch the sword and not have it at least slice his palm open.”

      Everyone in the viewing booth looked at the leader of their family, especially Kari, who could not help but express interest in what her mother had to say.

      The empress stared down at the arena floor as Eryk held the blade in his hand like it was nothing. The fire had long since sputtered out. Now he was just keeping it from moving. Meanwhile, Albert’s expression had turned a combination of pale and red as he struggled to pry his sword free from Eryk’s grip.

      “It was water again.” Kari’s mother narrowed her eyes in thought. “He encased his hand in a thin but durable layer of water that protected him from both the flames and the sword’s sharp edge.” Her eyes narrowed further. “No… it looks like his skin is also incredibly durable. I suspect a sword made from steel might not be able to cut him even if he wasn’t using the water element.”

      Kari looked at the shocked expressions of her family members after hearing the empress’s analysis. She kind of wanted to giggle when she saw the bemused looks they wore. At the same time, Kari was also experiencing that same disbelief. When she had suggested this Honor Duel, she never imagined it would turn out like this.

      “What really makes me curious is that he’s still not using any Spiritual Techniques,” her mother continued speaking. “It is like he can directly manipulate the elements without having to rely on channeling his Spiritual Power through movements. I wonder if that means he has reached the Third State of Spiritualism.” While Geirolf made several choking noises and her two husbands stared at her in shock, the empress suddenly let a smile blossom on her face. “This young man is even more interesting than I could have imagined.”
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        * * *

      

      I stared into Albert’s pale face as he struggled to remove his sword from my grip. Sweat poured down his face, neck, and shoulders. Using Spiritual Perception, I could sense that he’d used up almost all of his Spiritual Power with that last technique. The red layer of Spiritual Power, an indication that he had entered the Second State of Spiritualism, had vanished. He no longer had anything left to fight with.

      That meant it was time to end this.

      Clenching my hand, I shattered the blade in my grip. The broken pieces clattered to the ground. Albert’s already pale face became even worse as he looked at the remains of his sword. His eyes flickered from the shattered pieces of his blade, and then he glanced at the hilt before, finally, he turned his gaze on me.

      I smiled at him.

      Albert stumbled several steps back. His eyes widened with fear. Given what Kari had told me about this man, it was likely that he had never suffered such a humiliating defeat before now.

      “This match is over,” I said in a cold voice. “Concede.”

      Still staring at me with wide eyes, Albert glanced all around as though wondering what he should do. He looked over at Dante, who had not moved from his spot since the match began, and then looked back at me. I could see the sparks flying inside of his mind. He knew what he had to do if he wanted to save what little face he had left.

      He gritted his teeth as he made an ugly expression. “I… I concede defeat.”

      The sound of Albert’s voice seemed abnormally loud in the nearly silent Colosseum. It echoed to all corners despite the words being spoken so softly it was almost a whisper, allowing everyone present to hear them.

      I nodded and glanced at Dante. The normally laidback man appeared unusually sharp as he stared at me, but then his blade-like expression vanished. He grinned, stepped forward, and raised his hand.

      “Lords and Ladies, this Honor Duel has been decided,” he said in a loud, booming voice. “Victory goes to Eryk Veiger!”

      No one clapped at the announcement of my victory, but then, I hadn’t expected them to either.
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        * * *

      

      Hilda turned away from Eryk to look at Kari as her daughter suddenly stood up. Everyone else also looked at the young girl, but she only had eyes for the figure leaving the arena.

      “Please excuse me.” Kari bowed to her mother, ran up the stairs, and hurried out of the exit. All eyes remained locked on the girl as she disappeared through the large archway behind them, and then they looked at her.

      “She’s probably going to see that boy,” Rainer mused. “Should we really let her go to him? With that kind of power, he might be dangerous.”

      Hilda glanced at Valence. Kari was also his daughter by blood. However, the first man whom she had married remained stone faced and did not say anything in regard to this matter. It was enough to make her sigh.

      “Let her do as she wants,” Hilda murmured. “I do not believe that boy will harm her. Indeed, I am certain Kari will be safer with him than she will anywhere else.”

      Rainer and her three sons stared at her with something resembling shock, but then her second husband shook his head and smiled. “I see you’ve been spying on her again. You know Kari is going to be incredibly upset when she discovers you’ve sent people to watch after her.”

      “I have not spied on her,” Hilda declared. “However, I did request a friend of mine to let me know if anything unusual happened around her. Eryk Veiger will not harm her. I have already been assured of that.”

      “If you believe that, then I suppose we have no choice but to believe it as well,” Rainer admitted. He scratched his stubble and looked at the arena, which now only contained Dante and the defeated Albert. Eryk had disappeared through the entrance. “Still, I wonder who this young man is and how he managed to slip underneath our perceptions for so long.”

      That last comment caused Hilda to narrow her eyes. She also wondered how such a thing could have happened, but even her friend, whom she trusted completely, did not know the answer.

      It was a mystery that seemed to have no solution.
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        * * *

      

      As the winner was announced, Fay could do little more than sigh in relief. She leaned back against the seat. Her body felt limp, like all the bones inside of it had been removed. Even though all she had done was sit there and watch, it was almost like she had been the one battling today.

      “Ha ha!” Her father’s laughter startled her. She looked up to see the man grinning down at the arena floor. “That little fellow really is something! I’ve never seen someone suffer such a humiliating defeat before! Fay, you really have found yourself a good man!”

      Whenever her father mentioned the relationship between her and Eryk, she would often become embarrassed, but perhaps because she was too tired to argue, all she felt was a faint stirring in her chest. Eryk had fought against a noble and won. Not only was Albert a noble, but he was highly ranked among the top young Spiritualists in Nevaria. There were only a handful of people who could defeat him. What’s more, none of them could win in such a flagrant manner. The method in which Eryk had won made it seem like he hadn’t even tried.

      She looked at the arena again, only to see Eryk walking off toward the exit.

      “Why don’t you go and congratulate him?” suggested her father.

      Fay looked up to see her father smiling down at her. She didn’t disobey him. Nodding, she stood up and moved toward the exit. After walking down a set of stairs, she entered a long, twisting corridor before finally reaching the arena entrance.

      Eryk was already there. However, before Fay could approach him, another voice shouted from the opposite direction and caused his head to turn.
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        * * *

      

      As I walked out of the arena, I wondered what was going to happen now that I had defeated Albert in an Honor Duel. The Himmel Family would naturally be forced to honor the agreements of the duel. There wasn’t much point in having an Honor Duel if people could do whatever they pleased after a victor had been decided. However, I could not help but remember how it was Grant Leucht who’d told the Himmel Family about my fight with Alf and Arvid.

      Something told me the Leucht Family was not going to be quiet after this.

      “Eryk!” a voice cried out seconds after I emerged into the curved corridor.

      I turned my head, a smile lighting up my face as I saw Kari running toward me. She was dressed in a simple gown with slits on either end, which explained how she could run and not trip. The gown was a light purple with darker purple edgings. Despite how simple it appeared, I couldn’t help but think it looked amazing on her.

      “Kari, what did you think of the duel?” I asked as she stopped in front of me.

      “What did I think? It was very impressive—no, it was absolutely amazing!” Kari smiled up at me, her eyes sparkling. “I already knew you would win, but I didn’t expect you to win so easily. It was like you weren’t even trying. And now that you have won, the Himmel Family won’t trouble you further.”

      “It was never the Himmel Family that I was worried about,” I confessed, causing Kari to grow pensive. “But it is good that this situation was resolved with relatively little trouble. I do not think I will need to worry about anyone trying something to me for a while. And now that this matter is resolved, I can focus completely on training for the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.”

      Kari blushed to the roots of her hair. I was pretty sure she was remembering what I had promised her; that when I won, I would request that her mother allow her to explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range with me.

      “You will have to fight people a lot stronger than Albert,” Kari muttered as she gazed at me with a face that was both embarrassed and worried. “While my brothers are not allowed to compete, Grant Leucht and several other powerful Spiritualists will be taking part in the tournament. I hear Grant Leucht’s cousin is even taking part. There’s also no age limit for who can and can’t compete. I would not be surprised if several of the older and more experienced members of the various noble families decided to compete as well.”

      “I know. Do not worry.” I placed my hands on Kari’s shoulders and smiled. “Even if I have to go up against Nevaria’s most powerful Spiritualists, there is no way I will lose.”

      Kari stared into my eyes, an unknown glimmer appearing within them. Her cheeks gained a slightly rosy hue as she nodded once.

      “I know you won’t,” she said in a soft voice. “I believe in you.”

      Still smiling, I slowly drew Kari to my chest, giving her plenty of opportunities to push me away. She did not resist. She leaned into my chest as I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and pressed my nose into her hair, enjoying the soft, floral scent of the shampoo she used.

      I had a lot of problems on my plate. I needed to train Fay so she could become strong enough to take control of her own life. I had to defeat Grant Leucht so he would no longer go after Fay or Kari. I also needed to compete in and win the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. This was on top of trying to learn more about those people who had attacked Lin, saving Nevaria from the Demon Beast Invasion that would happen about two years and seven months from now, and growing strong enough to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Plane.

      There was a lot for me to worry about and do, but in that moment, the only thing I cared about was the girl in my arms.
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        * * *

      

      It was later in the evening. The day had passed and everyone Albert knew was discussing his loss to Eryk Veiger. He had heard their remarks when he passed them in the halls of the Himmel Family’s manor: “Can you believe he lost?” they would say. “This person has brought great shame upon the Himmel Family,” they would judge. He couldn’t lie and say their words didn’t hurt, but Albert could only snort in contempt. He didn’t think any of these people who scorned him for losing would have fared better against that boy.

      Eryk Veiger was a monster in human clothes.

      Albert was sitting in the training hall, his calves tucked underneath his thighs in a more formal posture than sitting cross-legged. His broken sword lay at his side. He had done his best to pick up the pieces that had been scattered on the arena floor, but even if he’d collected all of them, there was no way this sword could be reforged.

      He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there. Albert kept replaying his loss over and over in his mind, rewatching the battle to see if there was anything he could have done to avoid losing. There wasn’t. No matter how many times he reviewed the battle in his head, he couldn’t think of a single strategy that would have allowed him to win. From start to finish, Eryk had just been toying with him.

      “I was wondering where you wandered off to after the Honor Duel. So you were in your family’s training hall this whole time,” a familiar voice said.

      Albert opened his eyes and turned his head toward the doorway, where a familiar young man wearing an expensive tunic and boots walked toward him.

      “Grant,” he greeted.

      “I cannot believe you actually lost to that peasant.” Grant sneered.

      Albert didn’t let himself be bothered by the unpleasant expression on the other man’s face. “That ‘peasant,’ as you call him, is an incredibly skilled combatant and an even more powerful Spiritualist. Even you would be hard pressed to defeat him.”

      “You think I would lose?” asked Grant.

      “It is hard to say.” Albert glanced at his sword. “I have never been able to win a match against you in all the years we have sparred. However, neither have I ever been so easily outclassed by you. None of my attacks were able to even make him sweat. He thoroughly defeated every Spiritual Technique I threw at him, and then overwhelmed me with casual ease even after I entered the Second State of Spiritualism.” Looking up from his sword, Albert glanced at Grant. “When you face him in battle during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, I recommend you not underestimate him.”

      Grant snorted. “Your advice is appreciated. However, a peasant is still just a peasant. I’ve always held back when you and I sparred on account of our friendship. I won’t hold back against him. I will crush him into dust, and then I’ll be sure to invite him to my wedding when I marry both Fay and Kari.”

      Albert looked at Grant, whose eyes had grown hard and cold like diamonds. He sighed. They had always been friends, but more and more, Grant seemed to be turning into someone that he didn’t recognize. He could only hope things ended as well as the man said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to thank everyone who read WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior 3.  I hope you enjoyed it immensely.

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review on Amazon to let other potential readers know whether they would like this story. Reviews are the life blood of us authors and are imperative for our growth and livelihood. You are essentially helping us continue living by writing a review. You are also telling us that you would like to see us continue publishing this series.

      If you enjoyed this story and would like to know when a new volume  comes out, make sure you follow me on Amazon. They don’t update readers when an author’s next book comes out unless you follow that specific author, so be sure to head over to my profile page and click the follow button.

      You can also join my mailing list if you’d like to learn when a new volume is out from me instead of Amazon. I also sometimes host raffles and giveaways on my mailing list.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I try to post less on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and naked 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 Haremlit Facebook group. If you are a fan of harem stories in general, I highly recommend joining as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you immensely for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      We are now done with volume 3 for WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior. I hope you all enjoyed it. Please consider writing a review if you did. They are the life blood for us authors. The more reviews a book has, the more Amazon is willing to show that book to other potential readers, and the more interested readers will be in reading said book. So, please consider helping an author out by leaving a quick review. You’ll have my undying gratitude.

      Now that we have reached this point, I feel like I can talk a little more about some matters I didn’t get to mention in my last afterward. The first is that I am really excited to finally introduce Lin! I’ve been leaving hints that Lin wasn’t an ordinary snake since volume 1, and I left a major hint foreshadowing her origins in the “past timeline” in volume 2. I hope everyone likes her.

      Please like her. Please like her. Please like her!

      Ahem. Anyway… while Kari Astralia is my favorite character in the series, Lin is the character I have the most fun writing. She’s just so interesting. Her arrogant demeanor and the way she refers to herself as “this princess” contrasts with her kind and naive personality. She’s like a puppy trying to act like a cat. I always have fun writing the scenes she has a major role in. I find her dialogue with “Darling” especially amusing.

      Not only did I introduce Lin this volume, but I also revealed a hint of Eryk’s power and expanded a little more on the cultivation system. It’s still basic. Eryk won’t go from Dou Disciple to Dou God like a certain ruler wielding protagonist from Battle Through the Heavens. However, I do plan on introducing more about the cultivation system as the series continues.

      As you’ve seen from how he completely demolished Albert in the Honor Duel, Eryk is an incredibly powerful Spiritualist. I will be honest. He is very, very powerful. This is also why I kept my cards close to my vest in regards to his training. I wanted his overpowered abilities to be a surprise.

      Another thing I wanted to talk about was how the past timeline is finally going to become incredibly important to the present timeline. Now that Eryk and Kari have reached the Northern Plains, I am going to introduce a number of important events that will foreshadow some major plot points and revelations that I plan on introducing into the present timeline later in the series. I also want readers to ask themselves a question regarding these flashbacks: Out of all the methods I could have chosen to reveal Eryk’s past, why did I choose to use dream sequences? I’ve left a hint about the reason I chose dreams to reveal the past in this volume.

      On a side note, volume 4 will only feature two flashback/dream sequences because the next volume will be about the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. It will span a two day time period. I only show flashbacks when one or more days have passed between chapters. If Eryk doesn’t sleep, he won’t dream of his past.

      Before I head off, I just have a few people who I would like to give thanks to.

      To Crystal Holdefer, thank you so much for working as my editor on this volume. She also did the copy editing for American Kitsune, which I just recently finished up.

      To Mykel Furgeson, my artist for this series. Thank you so freaking much. I’m very happy to have such an astounding artist working on this project with me. Her art is beautiful and her hentai art is spot on. Like, damn does she draw good sex scenes.

      And thank you, readers, for continuing to support me. This series is a very slow one. These volumes are about the same length as books from The Valens Legacy or Power Mage, but the story progresses far more slowly and there’s not as much action, making my volumes seem shorter. I know this can be frustrated. Truth be told, I have been trying to make volumes progress more quickly and even compressed a few volumes together to make that happen… but it still feels very slow. And so I am grateful to the people who continue to read this story despite its flaws. I truly hope you all enjoyed it and will stick around for volume 4! The Spiritualist Grand Tournament is up next!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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