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      We had been traveling for what I estimated to be two days, though I only assumed two days had passed because we slept twice during our journey. The sky still remained a blood red. There was still only one moon. It didn’t change no matter the time.

      The small men who reached no higher than my waist led us up a mountain. There was no set path. Sometimes we would walk on ground with a slow elevation, while other times we would have to climb up sheer cliffs. Those moments were hard for Kari, Erica, and Tungsten, who all wielded massive weapons. I had it relatively easy compared to them.

      At that moment, our group was walking along a natural path. We were traveling in the center of the formation—all except Kari, who was speaking to the small man with red hair and a long beard.

      “So this world is called Niðavellir?” she asked. “And your people are known as the Dweorg?”

      “Aye, this realm is known as Niðavellir,” the redhead, who called himself Samraek, said with a nod.

      “And Sekbeists are your natural enemies?”

      “Not quite.” Samraek shook his head. “The Sekbeist are creatures that don’t belong in this realm—or any realm. They invaded our realm thousands of years ago and began a war ter conquer our lands and people. I’m sure ye’ve noticed how desolate this land is. It’s like this because of them. Not even we know where they come from.”

      “Oh…” Kari paused as she considered this information. “It sounds like these Sekbeists are otherworld conquerors who travel between worlds to fight.”

      “That is the conclusion we have reached as well,” Samraek said.

      “You mentioned something about this being a realm. What is that?”

      “I’m sure ye understand te basics. This realm is a world separated from yer own. We call ‘em realms because ye need to traverse space te reach ‘em… though most of te knowledge on realms has been lost ter the passage o’ time. If ye want ter know more, ye should talk to Immig or our king.”

      “So I see.”

      Kari seemed to enjoy learning what she could about this world, this realm, so I didn’t stop her from talking to Samraek and the other Dweorgs. Erica and Tungsten didn’t seem as enthused. Well, Tungsten was always stoic, so that was par for the course, but I was surprised by how reluctant Erica was to engage in conversation with these Dweorgs, considering how useful their knowledge could prove to be.

      It took a long time, but after traveling until we were nearly halfway between the peak and the base of the mountain, we came upon a large door. Kari and I stared in surprise. The door was massive, easily several times larger than me, and it had runes etched into it, an array so complex I couldn’t begin to understand it. While Erica and Tungsten also seemed impressed by what they were seeing, the two of us were shocked because this was the same kind of door that led into the ruins located in the mountainous region between the Northern Plains and the Rotfang Forest.

      Samraek raised his axe and several runes lit up when he did. I felt a surge of Spiritual Power. It had an earthen feel, though it was also quite hot, causing sweat to break out on my skin. The runes etched into the door synchronized with the ones on his axe and glowed a bright blue, and then the door split down the middle and opened.

      “This be our home,” Samraek said to us. “The last bastion of our people… Jordiskger.”

      Along with the other Dweorgs, Samraek led us through the door, which opened into an entrance hall that was even more massive than the one Kari and I journeyed through with the Explorers Guild all those months ago. Massive columns that reached unimaginable heights jutted from the ground. I followed one of those columns with my eyes all the way to the ceiling high overhead, which I could barely see.

      Unlike the entrance hall we’d seen back in our world, this one was filled with people. They were all Dweorgs. The stout men littered many areas of this hall. It looked like many of them had formed groups and were holding conversations, though most of them stopped when they caught sight of us.

      “It seems we’re quite the rarity here,” I murmured.

      Samraek grunted. “What’d ye expect? No human has ever set foot in Niðavellir before—cept the Great Overlord o’ ter First Realm—but that be a long time ago before I was even a glimmer in me great great great grandad’s eyes. And yet now we have four of ye. Anyway, follow me. I’ll lead ye ter our king. He’ll want ter meet ye fer sure, and he can answer yer questions better than I can.”

      The other Dweorgs split off from us, seemingly more than happy to leave us to Samraek. He began walking without hesitation. We had no choice but to move quickly to catch up.

      We were fortunate his legs were so short.

      At the far end of the massive entrance hall was another large door, which a pair of guards opened for Samraek. On the other side of the door was something I could scarcely comprehend. Walkways that looked as if they’d been carved out of the surrounding rock meandered across the interior. These myriad of walkways led to what looked like numerous forges. Dweorgs worked away in several of these areas, melting ingots and hammering molten metals against anvils. However, perhaps even more shocking than the walkways, staircases, and forges was the lava flowing everywhere. Numerous waterfalls of lava flowed into a gigantic lake at the bottom of the mountain.

      I wasn’t the only one who was shocked. Kari, Erica, and Tungsten all looked at their newfound surroundings in complete astonishment. Their eyes had grown wide, mouths hanging open. I bet even in their wildest dreams, they never expected to see an underground city built on a lake of lava.

      On that note, it was sweltering hot. Sweat had already broken out on my skin. I had no idea how these people could stand to remain in such heat.

      “Don’t just stand there,” Samraek grunted at us. “Let’s go.”

      We were led across one of the walkways, which took us to a set of stairs that went down. As we descended, a sweltering heat made more sweat break out on my skin. My three companions weren’t much better. Erica and Tungsten looked particularly miserable in their steel armor. The stairs soon tapered off into a walkway with stone tiles and a railing. By this point, we were only a few dozen or so meters above the lava lake.

      At the end of this walkway was a large entrance that led into a hallway, intricately decorated with gold and numerous runes. It was a surprising work of beauty. However, Samraek paid it no mind as he walked through the entrance and into the hall. Left with no other choice, we dutifully followed him.

      “This place is pretty amazing,” Kari said as she walked beside me. Her eyes were shining like a child’s during their coming of age birthday. “I never imagined we’d get to see something so incredible.”

      “Me neither,” I admitted. “I wonder… do you think those ruins we visited in our world looked like this at one point?”

      “Maybe.” Kari looked at the smooth walls on either side, then at the flat ceiling overhead. “The architecture here is definitely similar to those ruins. I imagine they were also built by the Dweorgs.”

      I nodded, having reached a similar conclusion.

      As we reached the end of the hall, where another door guarded by a pair of Dweorgs stood, Samraek stopped before the door and announced himself. “Samraek, Son of Sakreon, ‘as returned home from ‘is expedition and brings otherworld visitors! I would seek an audience with King Hreidmar!”

      The two guards at the gate were, like the others, stout members of the Dweorg race. Their gleaming armor looked like silver, but there seemed to be something more mystical about it that made me feel like it was made from something else. Each of them was wielding a massive poleaxe, which they tapped against the ground once.

      “Ye have been granted permission te enter,” they announced at the same time.

      The doors opened without any outside assistance, making me wonder how such a thing was possible, but I heard strange cranking noises and assumed they were using some sort of pulley system. The ruins back in my world had used similar contraptions.

      On the other side of the door was something that I could only assume was a throne room. The ground was made of polished marble, the columns on either side of us were intricate and beautiful, and on the far side was a set of stairs leading to a grand chair. Samraek traveled unhesitatingly to the end of the hall. We followed.

      As we got closer, I finally realized that someone was sitting on the throne. Like the others, he was a stout man, a Dweorg with flaming red hair and a beard. He wore clothing that was far more extravagant than anything else I’d seen so far. His golden armor gleamed brightly. A battleaxe of the same golden color leaned against his chair. He stared at us with unfathomable eyes that seemed to radiate power and wisdom in equal measure.

      “Samraek,” the man, Hreidmar I assumed, said in an aged but powerful voice. “It seems ye have returned with interesting company.” He looked at us, paused at me to frown, and then moved on. I frowned as he spoke again. “It has been a long time since I last saw a human. I’m surprised yer kind was able to arrive at Niðavellir. The nine realms were supposed te have been sealed off from each other by te Great Overlord o’ te Second Realm—my master. Tell me, how did ye four manage to arrive here?”

      Since Kari seemed the most comfortable with talking, we let her explain what happened in our own world, about how the Sekbeists had invaded one of our cities, how we fought to clear them out, and how we’d been struck by darkness when the Warp Gate destabilized. Hreidmar listened to her story with a frown, his eyes flickering to me every so often. When she finished, he released a deep, rumbling noise that somehow sounded thoughtful.

      “It is not possible fer humans to pass through realms even with te aid of a Warp Gate,” he announced, his eyes on me. “Unless, of course, one of ye is not human.”

      At those words, Kari, Erica, and Tungsten glanced at me as well. All of them seemed surprised. Even Kari was looking at me with shock.

      I stared at Hreidmar. “Are you saying I’m not human? And if I am not human, then what am I?”

      “If ye do not know yerself, then I’m not sure how ye would expect me to know.” Hreidmar stroked his beard as he looked at me. “My kind are not knowledgeable in te ways of Spiritualism. We are crafters and warriors. Te only thing I can say is that yer hair color is definitely not one a human can possess.”

      I reached up and grabbed a lock of my green hair, which I did recognize was an unusual color. No one else I’d met had this color of hair. Among the many people Kari and I made contact with, the only colors we’d seen were black, brown, blond, red, and the varying shades corresponding with those colors. Green was not a natural hair color as far as I could tell.

      “Do you know of a way for us to return to our worl—our realm?” asked Tungsten.

      “There is a way,” Hreidmar admitted. Tungsten and Erica both smiled, but his next words put a damper on their enthusiasm. “But at present, it is impossible.”

      “Why is that?” asked Erica with a frown.

      Hreidmar released a large gust of wind from his mouth. “Because the only gate capable of traversing dimensions is located in Hovebrann—our capital, which has been taken from us by the Sekbeists, and we are incapable of creating another one. That gate was made by my master. Sadly, Barikfrek was slain several hundred years ago when the Sekbeist invaded Hovebrann.” His face darkened. “My master was weakened after sealin’ te nine realms from each other. They took advantage of my master’s weakened state. Bloody bastards.”

      “So the only way to get home is to reach this gate in your capital city,” Tungsten said. “However, the city is currently overrun by Sekbeists.”

      “That is correct,” Hreidmar said.

      “Damn,” Tungsten muttered.

      “Can you tell us more about the Sekbeists?” I asked.

      “We do not know much about them ourselves,” Hreidmar admitted. “All we know is that many thousands of years ago, they appeared on Miðgarðr—te realm of the human—and from there invaded the other eight realms, instigating a great war that embroiled all Nine Great Races. Legends tell us that te Sekbeist leader was sealed away by te leaders of eight of the Nine Great Races. Te eight who sealed the Sekbeists were known as the Great Overlords. My master was te one responsible for creatin’ te seal—te Great Overlord o’ te Second Realm.”

      “The Great Overlords?” Kari suddenly perked up. “So these Great Overlords sealed away the Sekbeist leader. Then I’m guessing those ruins on our world were made by the Great Overlords?”

      “Ruins?” Hreidmar tilted his head as though she’d said something funny, but then his expression cleared. “Ah, if ye be talking about te ruins on Miðgarðr, then those are likely temples created by us Dweorg. Ye see, the Great Overlords realized we were outnumbered by te Sekbeist. Te fix their numbers advantage, my master sealed te realms off from each other, cutting off te Sekbeist’s supply chain and making it impossible te communicate with each other. Course, it also cut off our own supply chain and communication. We needed a way te travel from realm te realm.”

      “And that’s why you created the Warp Gates and those temples?” asked Kari.

      “Yes.”

      So much information was being delivered to us that I was having trouble following it all. The Sekbeist, the Great Overlords, the ruins in our realm, this realm, and me not being human. I felt like my mind was being crammed full of knowledge. It was causing my head to spin.

      “I believe we have spoken enough fer now,” Hreidmar said. “I will let ye four remain here for the time being. We shall give ye accommodations and food, though do not expect much. This is our last stronghold and our people are on the verge of defeat.”

      While it was hard to believe these people were on the “verge of defeat” considering what I’d seen, I recognized that if this really was the last safe haven they had, then it was obvious they wouldn’t have much to offer us.

      All of us graciously accepted and thanked Hreidmar for his consideration. Then we were led to several rooms by another pair of Dweorgs. We were given three. We would have been given four, but Kari and I informed them of our intentions to share a room.

      The rooms were interesting in that while there was very little furniture, the walls were designed with artful and elaborate motifs. Our room had a bed, a wood dresser, and a basin where we could apparently wash ourselves off. That was it.

      Kari and I were both so tired from our journey that we didn’t even bother washing up. We threw ourselves onto the bed, so grateful to actually have a bed that we didn’t even care that our feet were hanging over the edge (the bed was meant for Dweorgs), and fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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      I managed to avoid getting in trouble with Kari, Fay, and Lin, but only after giving them a thorough explanation of what happened between me and Dyr. Even so, the three had looked doubtful until Dyr corroborated that what I told them really had happened. The girl had then apologized to the trio. I think it was her bowing and scraping that ultimately saved me from whatever ill-begotten fate awaited me.

      Now that I had returned to the group, we continued our journey. Our goal was still to reach Nymph Lake and then head to the caves where I would find four tongue clovers. We’d been knocked a bit off course thanks to that unexpected battle against the Giant Svart, but we were back on track.

      Our journey led us across a plain, around a large mountain with white peaks, and through another forest. According to the map we’d used to plan this route, Nymph Lake was located within a deep valley.

      One of the most interesting aspects of the Demon Beast Mountain Range was that it wasn’t just a mountain range; we called it that for convenience's sake. It had mountains, valleys, ravines, forests, plains… the name Demon Beast Mountain Range was actually in regards to the mountains that surrounded Nevaria, protecting the city-state from Demon Beasts.

      Because of what happened to me, it took an extra day to arrive in the forest surrounding Nymph Lake. When we arrived at the forest’s edge, our group made camp. We set up a small perimeter, created a fire pit, set up our sleeping bags (I no longer had one), and went out hunting.

      Since I no longer had any equipment to set up thanks to losing my backpack, I had been asked by Kari and Mykkel to procure our food alongside Fay. Geirolf had also offered to go, but he’d been shot down by everyone else.

      “Just how are you planning to catch food without any equipment?” asked Fay as we walked along the forest floor. The trees in this area were more open, so the light poured down from above.

      I was looking at the sky, but when I heard Fay ask that question, I turned my head toward her. She was gazing at me curiously, but I just smiled.

      “So long as my Spiritual Power hasn’t run dry, I always have ways of catching food.”

      “I’m interested in seeing how you plan on doing that.”

      “Just keep your eyes on me and I’ll be more than happy to show you.”

      Our banter was fairly light up to that point, but when I finished my sentence, Fay’s countenance suddenly changed. She stopped walking and stared at me. I also stopped walking and turned to her. She looked away from a moment, glanced at me out of the corner of her eyes, and then opened her mouth and said, “I don’t plan on letting you out of my sight again.”

      “Fay?”

      “I…” Fay’s lips trembled for a moment, but she forced them to remain still. “I had every confidence that you were still alive after falling down that ravine, but even so… even though I was confident about your survival, seeing that happen to you made my heart stop beating. It felt like I’d been plunged into a nightmare I would never wake up from. I’ve never been… so distraught in my life.”

      Songbirds chirped around us, but I ignored them in favor of Fay, who looked like she was holding back her emotions. I realized she’d probably been keeping them in check ever since I’d returned. That was likely out of consideration for Kari who, upon me returning alive, hadn’t left my side for even a second. Actually, that made me wonder why Kari had suggested Fay and I gather food, but I realized what her intentions had been seconds after this thought flashed through my mind.

      Kari had done it for Fay. She had done it to give Fay time alone with me.

      I closed the distance between us and engulfed the redhead in a hug. Fay’s body froze like a block of ice, but as I placed one hand behind her head to stroke her hair and the other around her waist, the young woman relaxed and leaned into me. Her own arms wrapped around my body and held me tightly. I could feel her shuddering breath against my neck as the pent-up emotions inside of her were finally released.

      “I’m sorry for worrying you so much,” I whispered into her hair. “I’ll be more careful from now on.”

      “Don’t make a promise if you don’t intend to keep it,” Fay muttered.

      “Who said this was a promise? I know myself well enough to know that this isn’t something I can promise with absolute certainty. If you, Kari, or Lin were ever in danger, I would rush to your side heedless of how reckless such an action was. I know that. This is why I’m not promising to always act with care… but for the sake of not worrying you three, I will try not to be so reckless when I can help it.”

      “I suppose that’s the biggest concession you’re going to give me.”

      “It is.”

      “Then I’ll take it.”

      We parted after Fay’s last comment and our banter returned to being light-hearted, though I felt it was more genuine now than it had been before. I also noticed Fay’s adorable blush. She must have been embarrassed because of our hug, which I thought was the cutest thing ever. It made me want to hug her again just so I could see her reaction.

      Our journey continued a little while longer before I found what I’d been searching for.

      “There.” I pointed at a round bird with blue and red feathers sitting on a tree. “You see that bird? It’s a blue-breasted quail. Their meat is incredibly tender when cooked over an open fire, though we’ll have to be careful not to lose any of the fat during the cooking. That’s our dinner tonight.”

      “Just the one?” Fay raised an eyebrow.

      “We’ll find more,” I assured her. “This type of quail is very populous in this region of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. They’re a natural source of food for the Demon Beasts who live here.”

      Fay accepted my explanation with a nod, though now she had another question. “How are you going to kill it?”

      “Just watch.” I gave her a mysterious smile.

      Raising my right hand, I channeled the water element into it. Small misty droplets soon gathered around my hand. A tiny sphere of water appeared within my palm, which I closed my hand around, but then the water extended from either side of my fist, elongating into a curved bow. With a bow made entirely of water in my left hand, I created an arrow made of water in my right. There was no string like on a normal bow, but even so, I made similar movements to what a bowman would do as I took aim at the quail and released the arrow.

      Guided by my Spiritual Power, my arrow struck true, piercing the quail through the heart. My prey didn’t even let out a sound as it fell off the branch and hit the forest floor with a thud.

      “So you can even make weapons like this out of your Spiritual Power,” Fay murmured in admiration.

      I nodded as we traveled up to the quail carcass. “It’s not very useful in combat because it takes so much time to form, but it’s great for something like hunting. Of course, it will be a different story once I reach the Third State of Spiritualism, but that’s a long way off.”

      After grabbing that first quail, Fay and I hunted down seven more, one for each person, and then we returned to the camp.

      It looked like everything was set up. A brilliant red fire was crackling merrily, the sleeping bags had been laid out, and our group was arranged around the small area. Kari, Lin, and Dyr were tending to the fire. Meanwhile, Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland had spread the map they’d brought across the ground and were pouring over it.

      “You two are back.” Kari was the first to spot us, presumably because she’d been keeping an eye out, and stood up to greet us. “Did you two have a productive hunt?”

      “We did.” I knew she wasn’t talking about the actual hunting. Kari’s consideration toward Fay impressed me. She had always been a kind woman, but I never imagined she’d be the type to so willingly let someone else spend time with me.

      I once again had to note the differences between the Kari in this timeline and my previous one.

      Fay nodded as well. “It was very productive. I feel much more at ease now. Thank you, Kari.”

      The look on Kari’s face, filled with genuine kindness and tender love, was so passionate that even Fay, who I believed was a completely heterosexual woman, could not help but blush a little.

      “I’m glad,” Kari said simply before gesturing us over to the fire.

      I had already made the spit necessary to cook the quails on, so all that was left to do was stick them and then roast them. Since I had caught the meal, the girls decided they would be the ones who cooked it. I requested they lightly sprinkle the quail with the salt and pepper we had brought.

      The key to cooking a quail so it remained juicy was basting it. We used a tin cup to catch the fat that dripped off, then slowly poured it over the top, repeating the process until the quails were fully cooked.

      Once the quails were finished cooking, we stuck each one on its own stick and handed them out. We all sat around the fire. As seemed to be the usual, Lin and Kari sat on either side of me. Fay was next to Kari. Dyr had chosen to sit beside Lin. Kari’s three brothers were located on the opposite side of the fire.

      As we ate, Mykkel began speaking. “I believe we should discuss our strategy for dealing with the Water Nymphs now that we’re close to Nymph Lake.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “I actually have a strategy to deal with them, if you’re interested.”

      “Tch! Shouldn’t you leave something like strategizing to the people who are more experienced?” asked Geirolf. Mykkel elbowed him. “Ow! Why did you do that?”

      “What strategy have you come up with?” asked Mykkel.

      Nodding at him, I presented them with my plan. “Water Nymphs are individually weak but often form communities to protect themselves from stronger Demon Beasts. They are classified as a C-Rank Demon Beast, but their threat level can go up to a B or even an A-Rank depending on how many there are. This is especially true if they’re being governed by a Water Queen, the next evolutionary stage of a Water Nymph.”

      Mykkel nodded along with my words, his eyes stating he already knew all this. I was presenting this information for the sake of Fay, Lin, and Dyr. I didn’t think they knew anything about Demon Beast physiology. On that note, I was positive Kari already knew this because of all the studying she did.

      “The best way to defeat a community of Water Nymphs is to separate them and fight each one individually or in small groups of two and three,” I continued. “That’s why I am going to use a Spiritual Water Technique to disrupt their community, drive them to the shore of the lake, and throw them into chaos. When I do that, I want everyone to split up into two groups and quickly move in to fight the Water Nymphs. Do what you can to further separate them and then take them down one at a time.”

      “That’s a sound strategy,” Mykkel said with a nod.

      Geirolf snorted. “That sounds overly complicated. Why not just use a Spiritual Lightning Technique to fry them?”

      “Because if we did that, then the Water Nymphs’ bones would get fried as well,” I chided. “The whole purpose of coming to the Demon Beast Mountain Range was to get my hands on Water Nymph bone marrow. If their bones fried and the marrow was destroyed, all that effort we put in would go to waste.”

      “I-I knew that,” Geirolf mumbled. “I was just testing you.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m sure.”

      “What should we do if there’s a Water Queen?” asked Earland. “Those are B-Rank Demon Beasts. I have never seen one myself, but I’m told they are even more powerful than a Giant Svart.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “If there is a Water Queen among them, I will fight it.” Earland nodded like he had expected that answer. I turned to Fay, Kari, and Lin. “I would like you three to work together during this time. None of you have experienced live combat like this yet, so it’s best not to overextend yourselves. Watch each other’s backs and attack in tandem. If possible, the three of you should work on a formation where one is defending, one is attacking from close-range, and the other is providing long-range support.”

      “The three of us have actually been discussing doing just that,” Kari admitted. “We were talking about it while shopping for supplies.”

      “Do not worry,” Lin added. “This princess believes she can work well with Big Sister and Fay.”

      “I wonder why you are ‘Big Sister,’ while I’m just Fay,” Fay mumbled at Kari, who merely giggled like she knew of an inside joke they were unaware of.

      “Um, excuse me?” Dyr suddenly raised her hand, causing everyone to glance at her. “What should I do?”

      I studied the girl who sat uncertainly beside Lin. Did she want to help? Well, even if she did, there was something of a problem with that.

      “You can’t fight, right?” I asked with a small shrug. “In that case, you don’t need to worry about battling alongside us. That said, if you could find a secure place to hide while the battle is happening, that would be ideal. I don’t think the Water Nymphs will attack you since they will be too busy dealing with us, but there’s no sense in being careless.”

      Dyr nodded and accepted my suggestion. We finished our meal after that and then prepared for bed. The sky was already growing dark. Since I didn’t have a sleeping bag anymore, I leaned against the tree next to the girls.

      Lin and Kari were sharing their sleeping bags. They were actually using them as blankets. One was spread out on the bottom, and the other was thrown over them. Lin’s tail stuck out of one end, and I could see how most of it was wrapped around Kari’s body. Fay had offered to share her sleeping bag with Dyr, who didn’t have a sleeping bag of her own, so the two of them were also sleeping together. All four of them had nodded off soon after climbing inside of their bags.

      As I sat there, I stared up at the night sky and wondered what tomorrow would bring.
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            Water Nymph Lake

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes and stared at the latticework of the unfamiliar ceiling. The amount of detail put into the ceiling, which possessed swirling circles and hard angles, was something that, with my currently sluggish brain, I couldn’t help but find astonishing. At the same time, I had to wonder why this ceiling used latticework. I couldn’t say I’d ever seen such a thing.

      Groaning, I made to sit up, but then I realized Kari was lying on top of me. Literally half of her warm body was resting against me, which I realized was partly because this bed was so small. Our feet were hanging over the edge. With that in mind, I scooted back and slowly eased myself into a sitting position where I could rest my back against the headboard. Kari mumbled something as she was jostled a bit. Then she settled down.

      While I waited for her to wake up, slowly running my hand over the smooth curve of her hip, I thought about what had happened so far. We had traveled to another world—no, another realm—and met with a group of people called Dweorgs. From them, we had learned that there were nine realms, including our own, and that the Sekbeist currently attacking us had been enemies of these nine worlds thousands of years ago.

      Furthermore, there were nine people known as the Nine Great Overlords. Eight of those Great Overlords had sacrificed their lives to seal away the Sekbeist leader, while the last one had sealed the nine realms from each other, isolating them so the Sekbeist could not easily move their forces across the realms.

      It was a lot to take in.

      Kari woke up as I was trying to absorb what we had learned yesterday, lifting her head off my chest and looking around before her eyes locked onto me.

      “Morning,” she mumbled as she leaned up for a kiss. I didn’t get the chance to greet her before a pair of lips were hampering my own, but I decided that if things were going to be like this, I would just use my tongue to greet her in another way. When she pulled back, cutting the saliva string connecting us, her nose wrinkled. “You smell.”

      “So do you,” I replied.

      “Right. It has been a while since we’ve been able to bathe, hasn’t it?”

      “It has. We should use that basin over there to clean off.”

      At my suggestion, Kari climbed off me and wandered over to the basin, discarding her clothes with little care as she went. I almost sighed, but it wasn’t like I didn’t understand how she felt. Neither of us liked being dirty.

      I discarded my own clothes, folded them, and set them on the bed before making my way over to the basin of water.

      “It’s empty,” I muttered upon seeing no water in the basin.

      “Yeah…” Kari was also frowning.

      The basin itself was rather intricate, with golden designs like nothing I’d ever seen carved into it. They appeared random at first, but all of it flowed together in such an intricate way that I couldn’t help but wonder. It seemed almost wasteful to add such detail into a simple basin.

      “What are these things?” Kari murmured as she leaned over. I glanced at what she was looking at and saw several knobs located around the edge of the basin. She grabbed one of them as though merely feeling it out, but then the knob accidentally rotated, and suddenly enough to startle us, water burbled up from several holes in the basin’s side, filling it to the brim with steaming hot water.

      “It looks like these knobs somehow bring water into the basin.” I tilted my head. “I guess they are like the showers we have back home?”

      “Seems so.” Kari seemed to ponder this for a moment, but then she smiled. “Well, either way. It looks like we can clean off now.”

      “Yes… though we don’t seem to have any towels, rags, or even a loofa to scrub ourselves with.”

      Kari’s eyes popped and her mouth parted at that. She glanced around as though searching for something we could use to wash ourselves with, but as the reality of our situation came crashing down, her shoulders began drooping. I could tell she was on the verge of despairing. That was why I looked around as well.

      I immediately noticed the stone drawer to our left, which had the same ridiculously artistic aesthetic as the basin. I went over to it and opened one of the drawers. I found several towels inside and something that looked like a brush made of foam. I was pretty sure this was the Dweorg version of a loofa.

      “Found it,” I said, grabbing the brush and holding it up.

      Kari’s face lit up like the sun. “I love you, Eryk.”

      “So all I need to do for you to love me is find a loofa?” I asked as I came up behind her.

      “Only when I’m desperate to get clean. You’ll have to work harder once I’m clean.”

      “Good to know.”

      Pulling her long hair over her shoulder, Kari presented her bare back to me. Now that I was really looking, I could see that she was indeed absolutely filthy, covered in dirt and smudges and dried blood. I probably didn’t look any better. That said, it was shocking for me to realize only now that the two of us really were in a rancid state.

      After soaking the foam-like section of the brush in the water, I turned my attention to Kari, reaching out and using the loofa to scrub away the dirt around her shoulders and the back of her neck. As the water trailed down her body, they left muddy streaks on her skin. Everywhere the loofa left became a soft pale color so unlike the blackish-brown it had been. As her shoulders became clean, I moved down her back, causing the thick, black water to run down her butt cheeks, between her butt crack, and drip down her legs and onto the floor.

      “It’s almost shocking to see how much dirt you’ve accumulated,” I muttered as I began scrubbing her butt. The elasticity of her rear end was something I never tired off. It was springy and bounced even when I barely touched it. I loved the well-defined muscles of her rear. Running my hands over her ass, even if it was just vicariously through the scrub right now, gave me a thrill of pleasure.

      It had been far too long since she and I had sex.

      Despite the fact that I felt pretty ravenous just then, I ignored my arousal and continued cleaning Kari’s body. After I finished her backside, I cleaned her arms, then moved around to her front.

      “Your chest is filthy,” I muttered as I glanced at her breasts, which were coated with just as much grime, sweat, and dried blood as the rest of her.

      “Says you,” Kari fired back.

      “Anyone who saw you right now would say this.” I grinned as I placed the loofa back into the water, watching as the inky black substance that was the accumulation of several days without bathing soaked into the water. “Now that is gross. Is there a way to replace this water?”

      “Try twisting one of those knobs,” Kari suggested.

      “Worth a shot.”

      Since I really didn’t have any other ideas, I grabbed the knob to the right of the one Kari had twisted. There were four in total, so I figured one of these would drain the water. The first one I grabbed did not drain the water. It squirted a strange blue substance into the water. I didn’t know what it was at first, but when I leaned down and took a whiff, I realized it was some kind of shampoo.

      The second one I tried was on the right of the one I had just twisted, and it shot out soap. Reaching for the last one, I watched as something behind the drain opened and all the water was drained out of it. Twisting the knob Kari had first twisted, I filled the basin with more water, then used the third knob to squirt out some soap.

      I went to work on Kari’s front. Working my way from top to bottom, I first cleaned off her face and neck, and then moved across her collar bones. When I reached her chest, I took extra care to make sure I missed nothing. After roaming over the peaks of her breasts until her nipples were visible again, I moved the loofa down the valley between them. Her breasts jiggled as I worked. Kari bit her lip and stifled a moan, but it wasn’t like she could completely stop herself. I had to ignore my erection as I lifted her breasts so I could scrub her underboobs, which had more sweat than the other areas.
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“Ugh… my underboobs sweat so much,” Kari complained.

      “Would you like me to lick it off next time?” I asked.

      “Would you if I said yes?”

      “I have before.”

      “Oh… in that case, make sure to clean it thoroughly with your tongue from now on.”

      “As my queen commands.”

      The two of us traded banter back and forth as I moved lower, pressing the loofa over her flat stomach. Her muscles twitched several times. I was sad that I couldn’t feel her stomach twitching under my fingers. One of my greatest pleasures was rubbing my hands over that firm, flat stomach when we were taking a shower.

      I also liked kissing it during foreplay.

      I had to rinse the loofa again, but then I started in on her legs. They were probably the cleanest part of her. The boots did a good job of at least keeping her calves and feet from getting dirty, though even with that, she had sweat so much I wasn’t sure it mattered. As I cleaned around her crotch, her smooth pussy came into view. There was a small patch of blonde hair. She hadn’t been able to shave since coming to this realm. Even though I was somewhat tempted to lean up and clean her with my tongue, I continued scrubbing her down with the loofa until I reached her feet.

      “You know, I just realized that even though this floor should be soaking wet with dirty water, there’s hardly a single drop of water anywhere,” I said as I found myself staring at the floor around her feet. Kari’s toes wiggled a little bit. They were wet, but she wasn’t standing in a puddle or anything.

      “Now that you mention it, you’re right.” Kari also looked down.

      I noticed after a minute of staring that this area had a slight cant inward, moving toward the basin, which had drains at the bottom. So that was how it worked. That was kind of ingenious. I still believed a shower was better, though.

      “Raise your foot please,” I requested.

      Kari placed her hands on the lip of the basin and lifted her left foot. I grabbed her foot and first cleaned off the bottom. Her cute toes wiggled a little as I dragged the scrub from the sole of her foot all the way to her toes, which I made sure to clean between before setting her foot on my knee and cleaning the rest of her calf off. Once her left foot was done, I cleaned her right one.

      “I feel so much better,” Kari said as I stood up, drained the basin again, and refilled it with hot, soapy water. During this time, Kari ran her hand over her breasts as though testing them. They bounced several times as she hummed. “I do kind of wish we had a bathtub or at least a shower. Maybe we should ask if they have something like that.”

      “It couldn’t hurt,” I said.

      “Hmm, I’ll do that then. But first, since you’ve already cleaned me…” Kari licked her lips as she grabbed the loofa scrub from my hands and plunged it into the water. “I am going to clean you.”

      I realized from the hungry look in her eyes that we would probably be doing more than just getting clean. Well, so long as she made sure I was actually clean first, I didn’t mind getting dirty again.
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      The next morning, our group packed up camp and moved out. Our goal that day was Nymph Lake, a well-known gathering spot of Water Nymphs. I only went there once in my previous life, and at the time, the Water Nymphs living there had been under the rule of a Water Queen. Given how many years it took for a Water Nymph to evolve into a Water Queen, I didn’t think we’d run into one this time.

      Our journey took us deep into the forest. In this area, we had to remain on constant alert. Even though we weren’t too deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, this particular forest was home to many C-Rank Demon Beasts. Even though I had every confidence that me and the others could take care of them, I didn’t want us spending too much energy on Demon Beasts that weren’t our target. It would be bad luck on our part if we exhausted ourselves before reaching Nymph Lake.

      Spiritual Perception was not very good at sensing Demon Beasts, which exuded very little Spiritual Power and therefore had no real signature. Some of the most powerful Demon Beasts like the A and S-Rank ones had a strong Spiritual Aura, and the B-Rank ones could be sensed to some extent as well, but Demon Beasts ranked C and below tended to have so little Spiritual Power that it required an existential amount of effort on my part to sense them.

      We did end up running afoul of a few Demon Beasts. Fortunately, all of them were easily taken care of by Kari and Fay. Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel had tried to fight them at first, but I held them back. I wanted those two to gain some experience.

      “Wa… Big Sister is really strong,” Lin said as she slithered along beside me and Dyr. We were traveling immediately behind Kari and Fay, who were taking point with Mykkel at my suggestion.

      “They have been training hard,” I answered. “I’m not sure what kind of training Kari has been doing since she’s been trained by Hellen Brynhild, but Fay has been working incredibly hard to become as strong as she is now.”

      “Hmm… it is unfortunate Lamia cannot gain power through training,” Lin lamented.

      Looking at her from the corner of my eye, I spotted the somewhat petulant way her cheeks were puffed out. Some part of me wanted to put my hands on her cheeks and squish them. I’d have probably done that if we weren’t in the middle of an important quest in a dangerous area.

      “What about physical strength and combat training?” I asked. “Surely you can become physically stronger and learn more about fighting?”

      My question almost caused Lin to stop moving. I saw her stop, then start again when she lagged behind a bit. She considered my question for a moment before nodding.

      “Yes, we Lamia can indeed become physically stronger and refine our martial prowess through training. This princess remembers witnessing her guards train in this manner, though she has never done so herself. However, Lamia cannot increase their Spiritual Power through training. Our Spiritualism can only become stronger with age.”

      It was interesting to hear about how Lamia grew more powerful the older they became. That was the exact opposite of humans, who grew weaker when they aged.

      I made a mental note to convince Lin to join us for physical strengthening and combat training once we returned to Nevaria. Maybe she couldn’t become a stronger Spiritualist, but she could at least become a stronger fighter.

      Our group traveled for nearly half an hour longer before Mykkel raised a hand. That was the signal for us to stop, which we all did. While the seven of us—myself, Kari, Fay, Lin, Dyr, Geirolf, and Earland—remained in place, he moved forward with slow, cautious footsteps. The area in front of us was covered with heavy amounts of foliage, so we couldn’t see past it. Mykkel had to move into the foliage and push it aside before he could get a glimpse of the other side. After a moment or two, he turned back.

      “It looks like we’ve arrived,” he announced.

      “Did you get an estimate of their numbers?” I asked as I walked up to the front.

      “I counted no less than twelve Water Nymphs,” Mykkel said.

      “That’s more than I expected, but I think we can still take care of them if we act with caution.” I could probably take care of that many by myself, but this was as much a training exercise for Kari and Fay as it was a mission to acquire Water Nymph bone marrow. “I’m going to circle around to the other side and begin my attack. Once I launch my Spiritual Water Technique, Kari, Fay, and Lin, I want you three to launch whatever Spiritual Techniques you have to separate them.”

      “But how will we fight them?” asked Fay. “Won’t they be in the middle of the lake?”

      “They won’t be for long,” I said. “Just keep your eyes and ears open and get ready.”

      I didn’t say anything more as I wandered away from the group, slowly inching my way through the forest, keeping myself mindful of the lake’s position relative to my own. While moving, I caught glimpses of the lake through my peripheral vision. I couldn’t see much, but I was able to at least confirm the existence of Water Nymphs. There were quite a few lounging around in the lake.

      Using Spiritual Perception as a marker, I walked until I was certain that the lake was between me and the others. Then I turned around and crawled until I was hiding beneath a bush. I pushed away the last few leaves in my face, then caught sight of the lake as it spread out before me.

      The lake wasn’t very big, but the water was purer than most. That was due to the Water Nymphs. As Demon Beasts with a strong affinity for water, they had a purifying effect on the water they lived in. Speaking of, I counted twelve Water Nymphs just like Mykkel had estimated. It looked like most of them were just lounging around.

      Water Nymphs looked like beautiful women with blue skin. Their naked bodies were voluptuous, with large breasts, tiny waists, and wide hips. Although they looked gorgeous, they were only about half the size of a full-grown adult. Water Nymphs were quite small. Only the Water Queen, which was a Water Nymph who’d exceeded a certain level of Spiritual Power and evolved, had the height of a full-grown woman. There were some Water Queens who’d actually grown to be twice the size of a normal person.

      I couldn’t see a single Water Queen.

      Creeping out from underneath the bushes, I kept an eye on the Water Nymphs as I made my way to the lake’s shore. All of the Water Nymphs were in the center of the lake, which meant that in order for Kari, Fay, Lin, and the others to fight them, I needed to push them to the other side.

      That should be easy enough.

      Placing my hands in the water, I released a surge of Spiritual Power through my hands and directly manipulated the water in the lake, causing the water in front of me to swell abnormally. The Water Nymphs immediately saw the rising water. They didn’t seem to realize what had caused it, but all of them released ear-splitting shrieks as the massive wave rose high above their heads. Some tried to get away from the wave. Others were just staring at it like they couldn’t figure out what was happening.

      It didn’t matter what they tried or didn’t try to do.

      The wave soon descended upon the lake, crashing down and sweeping all the Water Nymphs along with it. I couldn’t hear their squeals over the sounds of rushing water. However, I could see the looks of panic on their faces.

      At about the time I unleashed my Spiritual Technique, the other members of my group—sans Dyr—emerged from the bushes on the opposite side of the lake. They halted for a moment when they saw the rushing wave. It was only for a second, though, as they soon realized this was my Spiritual Water Technique when the Water Nymphs, disoriented from the surprise attack, were washed ashore.

      I cut straight through the lake and ran across the water’s surface. My water affinity allowed me to walk on the water with ease. Ripples appeared where my feet touched, but I didn’t fall.

      Everyone else had already launched their attack. Kari, Fay, and Lin were acting in tandem. Fay was protecting Kari against potential attacks as the blonde girl rushed up and skewered a Water Nymph on her ranseur. The creature shrieked as blood spurt from its chest, which alerted the others to the danger.

      Several Water Nymphs tried to attack Kari, but two of them were blocked by Fay and another was struck in the face with a dark purple whip made out of Lin’s Spiritual Power. The one who’d been struck let out an agonized shriek. Even from this distance, I could see the blackish vapor wafting off her face. That would be Lin’s poison—a specialty of the Lamia race.

      Fay was having a bit more trouble defending Kari. She rotated her right arm as she pulled it into her torso, then released it in a powerful thrust while putting her entire body into the attack. Her fist burst into flames, which were launched forward and slammed into the Water Nymph, but while the attack caused her enemy’s body to boil, a Water Nymph’s physical composition derived from their strong water affinity made them strong against fire attacks. The one she had struck was pushed back but not killed.

      Fortunately, Fay’s primary duty was to protect Kari, which she did admirably, keeping several Water Nymphs at bay with her talent at close-quarters combat. She activated her Spiritual Aura to protect her own body. The fiery red aura blazed around her body like an intense flame as she viciously fought against two Water Nymphs, trading blows at a rapid pace. I could actually see the heat waves forming along the air as she blocked several slashing attacks with her forearms. Her metal gauntlets also offered some extra protection.

      While she was acting as a defender, Kari was dancing across the ground, twirling her ranseur around as though it was an extension of her body. A golden light emitted from the tip. It left a trail in its wake, which soon transformed into a series of small spear-shaped objects that flew forward and pierced a Water Nymph through the torso. That particular Demon Beast went down, its body full of holes, and Kari went on to attack the next one.

      One Water Nymph tried to come up behind Kari, but just as it was about to leap, Lin swung her arm, causing the whip to lash out and catch the creature in the throat. The acidic poison sliced straight through the Water Nymph’s flesh, splitting it open with such ease that even I was a little shocked. Black steam wafted from the wound as blood spurted out like a geyser. The Water Nymph choked as it fell to the ground, landing face-first on the soil.

      It twitched a few times before dying.

      With the three of them working together, they took down five of the twelve Water Nymphs in a little under two minutes. That was impressive. Combat against a group normally took longer because it took time to kill each enemy, and it was harder to kill one enemy when multiple enemies were attacking at once. Despite these three not being familiar with each other’s fighting styles, they were able to work together well enough against these Demon Beasts to defeat all their opponents.

      Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel were fighting the remaining seven themselves.

      I could see now why they were allowed to take regular trips into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      Earland was acting as the defender, his Spiritual Aura burning furiously as he defended against three Water Nymphs at once. Sparks flew from his sword as he blocked a series of clawed hands. He raised his blade and swung, countering attack after attack from three different angles at what seemed like the same time. However, despite the three Water Nymphs pressuring him, he didn’t budge a centimeter.

      Mykkel and Geirolf were the ones fighting up close. Geirolf’s gauntlets were encased in wind as he slammed them into a Water Nymph, crushing the creature’s chest and sending it flying. His attack was impressive, but it was Mykkel, who used his own water element to disrupt a Water Nymph’s ability to breathe on land, that really impressed me. He waved his hands in mesmerizing patterns, which did something to the Water Nymphs, making them gag and rasp, and that allowed Geirolf to kill them with precise strikes.

      It looked like Mykkel didn’t have Earland or even Geirolf’s skill with actual combat, but his ability to use his Spiritual Powers exceeded those of his two brothers.

      By the time I arrived, all twelve Water Nymphs were taken care of.

      “Seems like you didn’t do much,” Geirolf said when I arrived. There was a smirk on his face. “Don’t worry. I took care of them for you.”

      I said nothing, but Mykkel once more elbowed his younger brother in the torso. “Do not mind him. He knows that without you launching that Spiritual Water Technique of yours, we wouldn’t have even been able to fight like we did.”

      “Tch! Whatever.” Geirolf rubbed his sore left rib and looked away.

      “You guys did well.” I acknowledged their words with a slow nod. “You can leave getting the bone marrow and monster cores to me.”

      “We will,” Mykkel said with a grin. I guessed he wasn’t a fan of cutting open something that looked human.

      The three brothers walked away from the lakeshore, and I made my way over to Kari, Fay, and Lin, who stood a little ways from where the brothers’ battle had taken place. None of them looked the worse for wear. Fay seemed a little green in the face, but Kari and Lin looked fine.

      “Are you three okay?” I asked.

      “I’m doing fine,” Kari said with a smile.

      “This princess is also in perfect health.”

      “I think… I need to rest a little bit,” Fay admitted, though she sent me a look that was only somewhat reassuring. “I will be fine once I’ve rested.”

      “This is your first time killing anything, right?” I said.

      “Yes,” Fay admitted. “I guess I’m not quite accustomed to killing.” At this, a frown appeared as she sent her eyes over to Kari. “To be honest, I am surprised you don’t seem to be bothered by it.”

      At this, Kari rubbed the back of her neck as her face took on an awkward expression, like someone who’d been caught stealing cookies.

      Trying to play off how killing these Water Nymphs didn’t bother her, she said, “I already killed Grant Leucht. I might have done so because I was enraged by what he did to you, but it doesn’t change what I did. I think… maybe because I’ve already killed a person, the idea of killing a Demon Beast that looks somewhat human doesn’t really bother me.”

      I sensed that she wasn’t quite being honest, but everyone had the right to keep some secrets. If she wanted to tell us, we would listen. That said, I wasn’t going to pry if she didn’t feel comfortable saying something to us.

      “In the Endless Desert, there are many Demon Beasts that won’t hesitate to kill you,” Lin said. “Lamia learn very early that in this world, it is either kill or be killed. Those who are afraid or hesitate to kill are often the first to die.”

      “Yes, I realize that,” Fay admitted. “It is just a little shocking to me since I have never killed before.”

      “If you wish to take comfort in this princess’ arms, this princess will comfort you.”

      “I think she’d rather be comforted by Eryk,” Kari said with a grin.

      “Hmph!”

      I chortled just a bit as Lin’s cheeks swelled up in an adorable pout and Fay blushed to the roots of her hair.

      Leaving the girls to their banter, I began the process of removing the monster cores and bone marrow from the Water Nymphs’ bodies. I grabbed all of the corpses and lined them up in a row. Since I didn’t have a knife, I used the lightning element to create one (Water Nymphs had an innate resistance to the water element), and then slowly cut up the area around their chest. A monster core was like the heart of a monster. While this sometimes meant the core was in someplace unusual, on a human-shaped Demon Beast, it was always located where a heart would be on a human.

      The Water Nymph monster cores were small enough to fit in my palm. An almost unnaturally pure blue, these monster cores were highly prized by alchemists as a powerful catalyst for pills that had healing properties. Of course, what I was after was the bone marrow, but I figured there would be no harm in taking the monster cores as well.

      As I was cutting open the Water Nymphs, removing their cores, and pulling out their bones, I felt a pair of eyes on me. Looking up let me know who was watching me. Dyr stood about a meter away, staring down at the corpses, her face containing a sadness that caused her lips to tremble.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Huh? Oh, um, yeah. Everything is fine.” Dyr seemed startled when I addressed her, but she quickly reassured me that nothing was wrong.

      “You know you’re a bad liar,” I told her as I finished cutting out the monster core of my sixth Water Nymph. After placing it in a pouch, I glanced back up at the girl. “Does what I’m doing bother you?”

      “It isn’t necessarily that what you are doing bothers me,” she said in a quiet voice after several seconds. “I guess… I just feel kind of bad for these Water Nymphs, you know? They weren’t doing anything to hurt us. They were just minding their own business when we attacked and killed them.”

      This girl’s thoughts were incredibly idealistic and naive, but I couldn’t fault her for them. Had my own circumstances been different, I might have shared her opinion, though thinking about that was a moot point now. With what happened during the Demon Beast Invasion in my previous life, I didn’t think I could ever feel bad about killing a Demon Beast.

      “I get where you are coming from, but there is something you have to understand about these creatures.” The eighth chest was cut open and the monster core retrieved. I carefully removed each bone that could prove useful. Some were cracked, but most were intact. I could feel Dyr’s eyes on me as I continued to work, prompting me to continue. “Demon Beasts are not human, Lamia, Werefolk, or Catfolk. They do not have human thoughts, emotions, or feelings. They are monsters, pure and simple. Right now, these Water Nymphs might have been lounging around and relaxing, but had we arrived earlier, we would have seen them casually slaughtering whatever Demon Beasts had inhabited this place before they claimed it.”

      I finished cutting open the last Water Nymph. After storing the monster core in my pouch and placing the bones in a bag, I stood up and glanced at the others. Kari, Fay, and Lin had walked closer to me and Dyr as though they also wanted to hear what I was saying. Mykkel appeared to be listening to me as well, but Earland and Geirolf were too far away to hear me with any clarity.

      Focusing on Dyr again, I continued. “Water Nymphs are nomadic, so they often don’t stay in a single lake for more than a year—two at the most. I believe they get bored after a while and seek other places to live, but in either event, after staying in a lake for so long, they will travel to another lake. If there are already Demon Beasts living there, the Water Nymphs will brutally slaughter all of them and claim the lake for themselves. Of course, this is provided the Demon Beasts are not stronger than they are. Like most Demon Beasts, these ones are exceedingly violent, to the point where they will kill anything that moves, including Water Nymphs that belong to other tribes.”

      When I finished speaking, Dyr, Fay, Kari, and Mykkel appeared to contemplate my words. Lin, on the other hand, was nodding along as if she completely agreed with everything I said. I studied the expression on Dyr’s face. She had scrunched up her nose a little and seemed to be struggling, unlike the others who slowly seemed to be accepting the idea.

      “So, what you are saying is that it’s okay to kill them because they are evil?” she asked.

      “I wouldn’t call them evil so much as vile,” I replied. “All Demon Beasts act on instinct, and their instinct appears to be a strong desire to kill and maim humans and other Demon Beasts. They don’t see anything wrong with killing each other or us, so I don’t think it is wrong for us to kill them in return.”

      “I see,” Dyr said softly. “That’s kinda sad.”

      “I suppose it is at that,” I agreed.

      With the monster cores and bones now in my possession, we no longer had a reason to stay there. At Dyr’s request, I buried the Water Nymphs, and then our group left Water Nymph Lake and set off. Our last destination for this journey was the cave located about one day’s travel from here. It was already midday. I wanted to make as much progress as possible before we had to set up camp again.
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      We didn’t want to spend much time in the room after washing up, so Kari and I got dressed and walked over to the door, which slid open as we came near, almost as though it had expected us. Both of us were rather astonished. We’d seen this yesterday, but the two of us had been far too exhausted to really pay attention.

      “I wonder how this door works,” Kari mumbled as we stepped outside.

      “Who knows,” I replied with what I was sure was bafflement. “It looks almost like the door was activated with Spiritual Power, but…”

      “There’s no Spiritualist.”

      “Right.”

      As we exited the door leading into a hallway that was smaller than the large ones we’d been led through on the way to see Hreidmar, a guard standing just outside our door turned toward us. He was stout, had a head full of brown hair, a large nose, and wore the same gleaming armor as the others. I really wanted to know what that armor was made of.

      “Excuse me,” Kari said with a polite smile. “Would it be possible for us to take a look around the city?”

      “Ye can wander all ye want,” the Dweorg said. “Just know tha’ some areas be off-limits. Don’t be wandering around the forges either. It disrupts the smiths.”

      “We understand.” Kari gave the Dweorg a polite bow before grabbing my hand and pulling me forward.

      “He seems rather gruff,” I muttered as we wandered down the long hallway.

      “The Dweorgs as a race seem to be gruff,” Kari answered me. “All of them have the same mannerisms. I think it’s just how they are as a people.”

      I gave her a noncommittal nod as we left the hall, which widened out into another, much larger hall. This one looked a lot more decorative. There were several branching paths for us to take, so we chose one of them at random. While I wasn’t sure why these Dweorgs built such large halls, I couldn’t lie and say they weren’t impressive. I also did not fail to notice how these hallways looked almost identical to some of the ruins Kari and I had explored. They even had murals of what looked like various races being led into battle against what I now recognized as the Sekbeists.

      Our wanderings eventually took us to a wide space that looked like…

      “Is that a town?” Kari was blinking rapidly as if trying to decide whether or not her eyes were deceiving her.

      I wasn’t much better. “Seems like it.”

      What stood before us was indeed a town, but it wasn’t just a town—it was a massive, multi-layered city that had been built into the very rock of the mountain itself. Rocks carved in the square shape of houses jutted from the walls. There must have been thousands of them. We were only on the first floor, but it looked like there were six floors after that, which could be reached via a series of ramps that, like the buildings, appeared to have been carved out of the mountain. Everything appeared so intricate and artistic that it left me breathless. I’d never seen anything like it.

      These were amazing craftsmen.

      “This place is incredible!” Kari exclaimed. When I looked over at her, I saw that her eyes had already begun twinkling like the dazzling stars at night. She was in full-on explorer mode now. “Come on, Eryk! Let’s go!”

      I wasn’t given much choice in the matter as Kari dragged me into the city, where we literally spent several hours looking at everything. We journeyed into the buildings, which seemed to consist mostly of shops and taverns, and traveled around to the other floors.

      It seemed only the first two floors were shops and taverns. The floors above that were actually houses, which Kari and I discovered when we walked into one and got yelled at for invading someone else’s place. We were chased out after that and decided not to enter any more buildings that didn’t have signs on them.

      “This place really does resemble those ruins in our world,” I said. “The designs and architecture are more or less the same.”

      Kari was nodding to my words, but then she said, “Except this is far larger and more grandiose.”

      “That’s probably because the ruins in our world are just temples used to transport people from one of the other eight realms to our realm.”

      “Probably.”

      One of the things I noticed as we walked and talked was the attention we got. Everyone stared at us when we passed them, their eyes bulging and their heads turning to keep us in their sights. That was only natural. It seemed there were no humans in this world, so these people must have been seeing our kind for the first time, and it wasn’t like we had been any better after meeting our first Dweorg.

      While walking around on the third floor, Kari’s and my stomach chose that moment to rumble. We looked at each other. Kari was blushing and wore an embarrassed smile.

      “Shall we get something to eat?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’m starving. Let’s go down to the first floor and visit one of those taverns.”

      As we traveled to the first floor, I did have a minor worry about currency, which I had only thought about now that we were going to eat something. Our world used valis—copper, silver, gold, platinum, and jade coins—but that didn’t mean this world had the same currency. This was another realm entirely. Would our valis even be accepted?

      Those thoughts left me when we entered a tavern. The bright glow of lamps hanging from the ceiling and the walls lit up the interior around us, revealing the numerous wooden tables and chairs filled to bursting with Dweorgs as they drank mead and ate a type of meat I’d never seen before. They were making a lot of noise. I could barely hear my own voice and had to shout in her ear just so Kari could hear me.

      “Let’s find a table!”

      “Okay!”

      We wandered further into the tavern, drawing a few stares on our way, but then, just as we were wondering where we could sit, I spotted Erica and Tungsten out of the corner of my eye. They were sitting at a place further removed from the tavern’s main floor, quietly sipping some kind of frothing ale from copper mugs. I tapped on Kari’s shoulder, then gestured toward the two. She nodded and we changed direction.

      “It looks like you two had the same idea as us,” I said as we sat down at their table.

      Erica smiled while Tungsten took a large swig of his drink. I didn’t know what kind of beverage it was, but the scent of alcohol hung strongly around the mug. Frothing liquid threatened to spill over the sides. I assumed this was a kind of Dweorg ale.

      “We didn’t want to remain cooped up in our rooms, so we decided to explore a bit after getting some sleep. It’s good to get a feel for our surroundings in case something goes awry,” Erica said.

      “Which is likely to happen.” I nodded along with her.

      “Certainly, given how much has already gone wrong.”

      “What do you two think of this city?” asked Kari.

      “It is certainly impressive,” Tungsten grunted. “These Dweorgs are great builders and craftsmen. Nothing we humans have made can possibly compare. Even their weapons far exceed what our current blacksmiths can make.”

      “I noticed that as well.” Taking a moment, I hailed down a Dweorg who was serving ale and ordered some for Kari and myself, then refocused on my companions. “I wonder if I can get a weapon made here. I really should get one.”

      “You’re still searching for something that suits you,” Kari added. “I remember we tried several, but none of them really felt right…”

      “Or they broke,” I added.

      “Broke?” Erica made a face at my words.

      Giving her a wan smile, I said, “Every weapon I’ve ever used has been unable to withstand my Spiritual Power. It was fine at first when I just started out, but even weapons back when I began training would eventually break. These days, even weapons made by the best blacksmiths in our world break after a couple of uses.” Pausing as our drinks arrived, I took a quick swig of the frothing ale and almost coughed. “T-this is strong stuff.”

      “Right?” Erica grinned at me, and even Tungsten looked like he was amused. “Don’t worry. We both reacted the same way.”

      “That so?”

      I didn’t feel much better hearing that, but now that I knew how strong this stuff was, I would be more cautious while drinking. I took a smaller sip this time. A warm liquid that was slightly bitter, slightly sweet, and with a strong kick traveled down my throat. I sighed after the first sip, and then took another, slightly longer sip. Beside me, Kari, who had been forewarned by my own mistake, didn’t cough like I did after her first sip.

      “Anyway,” I continued where I’d left off, “I even tried using a weapon that was made from the bones of an A-Rank Demon Beast, but it only lasted slightly longer than the others before shattering on me.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a problem,” Tungsten said.

      “Eryk’s Spiritual Power has always been abnormally strong, but he’s been getting even more powerful lately,” Kari admitted.

      “What sort of weapon are you looking for?” asked Erica.

      “You know, I’m really not sure…”

      I had tried all kinds of weapons in the past—swords, staffs, maces, spears, staves, morning stars, sickles… none of them felt right. Most of them were too light, but all the heavier weapons like spears and polearms didn’t suit my fighting style. I needed something I could use with one hand or two depending on the situation. A sword would have been ideal, but it needed to be heavier than the average sword. Something like Erica’s claymore might work.

      The same Dweorg who served our ale came by with some food. It was meat. I didn’t know what kind of meat it was, but as I sunk my teeth into it, I found myself surprised by the tender juiciness filling my mouth. It was simply flavored. They probably used salt and pepper—or this world’s equivalent—but that was all it really needed.

      As we were discussing what sort of weapon I should be using, a massive rumbling shook the tavern. The Dweorgs around us screamed in surprise. All four of us stood to our feet as the table shook and our drinks spilled everywhere. We looked up at the monster core lamps above our heads as they swung erratically.

      “What in the blazes is going on?!” shouted Tungsten.

      “Let’s go outside and take a look!” Erica suggested.

      While the Dweorgs were panicking, the four of us raced between the tables and traveled outside, where we soon learned that the entire mountain appeared to be shaking. The shaking stopped eventually. However, it was only for a second before an even more powerful shaking hit the mountain. It wasn’t just a powerful tremor, though. It was…

      “That sounded like an explosion,” I said.

      Kari nodded. “That was definitely an explosion.”

      As we came to this conclusion, we found a familiar figure running past us. It was Samraek. We quickly ran up alongside him.

      “What’s going on?” asked Erica.

      Samraek looked grim as he continued running, forcing us to keep up. “Danger. The Sekbeist have found us. We’re under attack.”
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      We had completed our task of getting water nymph bone marrow and gone to the cave to acquire four-tongue clovers. Several days after our attack on the Water Nymphs, I found myself standing in the place where our group had been attacked by the Giant Svart. The bridge was gone. However, my weapon, the Dragon's Tail Ruler, was still embedded into the ground where I’d left it.

      “We decided to leave it there as a grave marker,” Mykkel replied to me as I stared at my weapon. “Of course, there is also the fact that your weapon was simply too heavy for us to carry. I’m honestly not sure how you can swing around such a weapon with so much ease.”

      “I’ve trained my strength so I can carry it,” I said as I wrapped my fingers around the handle and lifted the blade out of the ground, then set it on my shoulder. It certainly was heavy. I’d say it weighed at least fifty-four kilos, but that wasn’t heavy to me. If anything, it was exactly the right weight.

      Mykkel shook his head in faint disbelief.

      Kari, Fay, Lin, and Dyr were standing by the cliff face and looking across the ravine. The uncertainty on their faces made me realize what they were thinking about. I walked up to them.

      “Fay, do you think you can use the Flash Step to cross this gap?” I asked.

      Biting her lip as she judged the distance between the side we were standing on and the other side of the ravine, she soon shook her head. “No… it would take at least two steps for me to be able to cross it.”

      “And you haven’t learned the second stage of the Flash Step.” I rubbed my chin as I pondered that, and then ran a hand through my hair. “Well, I guess that just means I’ll have to carry everyone across myself.”

      “How are you going to do that?” asked Dyr.

      “Like this.”

      Since Kari was the one closest to me, I hooked one hand under her legs and the other around her shoulders, and lifted her into a princess carry. The blonde beauty’s cheeks turned red as she gave me a startled look. I just smiled at her and said, “Hold on tight,” before activating the Flash Step.

      It was over in an instant. One moment I was standing next to Fay, Lin, and Dyr. The next I was on the other side of the ravine, setting Kari back on her feet.

      “That really is an impressive technique,” Kari said as she gazed at the distance we had crossed in less time than it took to blink.

      “Yup. Doesn’t it motivate you to master it?” I asked, winking.

      Kari giggled. “It does actually. I’d love to be able to use something like this. It’s comparable to my mother’s Spiritual Light Technique, Three Thousand Steps.”

      “We’ll keep working on it when we return home,” I assured her. “Anyway, wait here while I bring the others over.”

      I used the Flash Step to appear back on the other side, then carried Lin, Fay, and Dyr across the ravine in quick succession. Once the girls were on the other side, I turned to the three guys. Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel didn’t look like they were as interested in being carried over by me. Geirolf was the most adamant of the three about not letting himself be carried.

      “No way. No how.” He crossed his arms in front of him, forming the shape of an X with them. “There’s no way I’m gonna let myself be carried like some kind of princess!”

      “So I should just leave you here?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Geirolf scowled. “I’ll find another way across!”

      “How?” I spread my arms wide. “The other side of this ravine is blocked off by mountains no matter how far you travel. There’s no other way to reach this section except to cross the ravine. Unless you plan on climbing up from the bottom…”

      Reticence flashed through Geirolf’s eyes as he looked from me to the ravine, and I knew he understood what I was saying, but then his petulance came back, and he stubbornly backed away from me, as though to say he still refused. I shrugged and turned to Earland and Mykkel.

      “What about you two?”

      Mykkel scratched the back of his head and released a weary sigh. “I don’t see any other way to get across, so I suppose there’s no choice.”

      “I don’t care one way or the other,” Earland added.

      With their agreement, I quickly grabbed the two older brothers and used the Flash Step to bring them across the ravine, where the girls were impatiently waiting for us. Once the two were on the other side, I Flash Stepped back and looked at Geirolf.

      “No,” he said.

      I raised my eyebrow.

      “No way.” He shook his head.

      I tapped my foot against the ground.

      “I’m not gonna do it! You can’t make me!” he screamed, but I was having none of it. I decided if he was gonna be stubborn, then I wouldn’t give him a choice.

      Using the Flash Step, I appeared behind him, knocked his legs out from underneath him, and hauled him over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Geirolf didn’t seem to realize what was happening at first, but then he screamed and began to struggle. Before he could really begin fighting, though, I used the Flash Step one last time and appeared on the other side of the ravine, where I dropped the boy on his ass.

      “Owch!”

      “All right!” I clapped my hands several times and smiled at everyone as Geirolf rubbed his sore bottom. He glared at me, but I ignored him. “Let’s get a move on and return home.”

      Everyone glanced at me, then at the blushing and heavily scowling Geirolf, and then back in my direction. No one said anything. They just slowly nodded. Thus our journey in the Demon Beast Mountain Range came to an end.
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      “It’s good to be home,” I said as I stretched my arms above my head. All of us were standing before the north gate, having just returned to Nevaria.

      “It does feel rather nice to return after a long journey,” Kari added with a smile. “This was a lot of fun… despite some of the things that happened.”

      I’m sure she was referring to when I had fallen down that ravine, but I didn’t say anything about that as I nodded and agreed with her.

      “I feel like I learned a lot during this trip,” Fay told us, her expression quite serious. “I’ve learned that I’m still too green and lack experience. I’ll need to work even harder than before so I can be prepared for the dangers we might face if we travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range again.”

      Kari nodded at her friend’s words, but while the two of them appeared to have recognized their own weaknesses, Lin merely crossed her arms in an uncaring fashion. “This princess is just glad to be back. She can’t wait to take a nice, hot bath.”

      While the three girls were chatting amongst themselves, Geirolf, Earland, and Mykkel all walked past our small group. While the youngest and eldest continued on (Geirolf was grumbling something under his breath, though I couldn’t hear what), Mykkel turned to us with a smile.

      “We have to report back to our fathers and inform them of what happened. We’ll need someone to go out and remake the bridge. We also need to let them know about the Giant Svart that attacked us. A B-Rank Demon Beast appearing this close to Nevaria spells trouble.”

      “I understand. I also plan to speak with Dante a little later. There are some things I want to talk to him about, and I have an idea about the bridge.” While Mykkel gave me a curious look, I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not important right now.”

      Nodding, Mykkel said, “See you later,” before moving to catch up with his two brothers. As they disappeared from sight, I glanced at the three girls I was courting, who still appeared to be chatting among themselves, and then looked at Dyr.

      I paused.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Huh?” Dyr stiffened up when I spoke to her, but then she gave me a fake smile. “Oh, yeah. Everything is fine. Just fine. Anyway, I really should be going. I’m sure Hagen and Skygge are waiting for me.”

      I thought about denying her, about telling her to stay here and not return back to those people who treated her like dirt, but I realized I didn’t have the right to do that. If she wanted to go back, then that was her choice. It wasn’t something I could contest unless I wanted to be like those two she mentioned.

      “Right. I’ll see you later,” I said with a wave.

      Dyr waved back as she took off at a quick trot down the street. I watched as she walked, turned back to me, gave me a quick smile, and then disappeared around a corner. Hmm. Something about that girl bothered me. I wasn’t sure what, and I didn’t think it was the girl so much as her circumstances, but some unidentifiable matter regarding her caused my stomach to twist into knots.

      “Did she just say ‘Hagen’?” asked Kari, brow furrowing.

      “Something wrong?” asked Fay.

      Kari continued frowning in the direction Dyr had disappeared in, but then she shook her head, slowly, and said, “No… I suppose not.”

      There must have been something on her mind, but no one said anything. It seemed to me like we were all too tired to really talk for much longer.

      Fay mentioned that her father was probably worried about her, so after giving all of us a quick goodbye, she left next. That meant it was just me, Kari, and Lin. I could probably count the two gate guards who were staring at us in that equation too.

      “Well,” I began, turning to Kari, “do you want me and Lin to walk you home?”

      With a slow, hesitant shake of her head, Kari gazed at me with large, innocent eyes that were clearer than the sky and twice as blue. The imploringness in her gaze made me pause. “Actually, I was wondering… if I could stay the night at your house.”

      “Huh?” I asked in the most eloquent voice possible.
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      I stood in my bedroom, my alchemy set sitting on the table in front of me, and tried to ignore the sound of splashing coming through the wall. Kari and Lin were both in the bath. I’d drawn the bathwater and heated it up by adding two fire affinity monster cores. I’d also gone a step further and dropped a pair of Body Forging Pills in the water, which would help heal their aching muscles and make them stronger at the same time.

      While I had let Kari come to my house, I wondered if that was okay. It seemed to me that letting the Princess of Nevaria stay the night with me was a bit improper. While it was true that I had never cared about propriety before, I at least understood that, as of this moment, I needed to tread carefully when courting her. Hilda Astralia was not a woman I could afford to cross, especially if I wanted to strengthen Nevaria with the knowledge I had. I needed her on my side.

      Shaking my head, I stopped thinking about that, at least for now, and instead focused on the two ingredients I had acquired during my time in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I had twelve monster cores with a water affinity, about thirty Water Nymph bones, and two dozen four tongue clovers.

      The four tongue clover was a plant that grew in underground lakes, or in damp, dark places that had plenty of water. Their name was derived from their appearance. Each leaf was wide and shaped to resemble a tongue. There were four in total to each stock, and they spread out from the stock, branching in four directions to create a cross shape.

      Each four-tongue clover was laid out side by side. I had grabbed two dozen simply because I was hoping to convince Feinrea to create a building specifically for growing more so we wouldn’t have to travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range every time we needed some.

      “Tomorrow, I will have to go see Feinrea and teach her how to make the Blood Replenishing Pill,” I mumbled to myself. I also had to speak with Dante. I wanted to propose several ideas that could help increase the defensive strength of Nevaria, and I wanted to ask if he knew anyone named Hagen and Skygge.

      As I was thinking about all the things I needed to do tomorrow, a knock sounded at my door.

      “Eryk?” Kari’s voice echoed from the other side.

      “It’s open,” I called out, turning around.

      The door opened to reveal Kari on the other side. She was dressed in the attire she’d worn during our excursion into the Demon Beast Mountain Range—sans her leather armor. Dressed only in a black shirt, skirt, and stockings, the daring lines of her body drew my eyes to admire her. I couldn’t help but notice that she wasn’t wearing breast bindings either. Her large bust strained against the shirt.

      Her hair was still wet, showing she’d finished taking a bath. She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her.

      “Thank you for letting me use your bath,” Kari said.

      “You’re welcome,” I replied simply. “Lin isn’t with you?”

      “She’s asleep.” Taking a few more steps into the room, Kari smiled at me as she placed her hands behind her back. “I think she was exhausted after our adventure.”

      Her comment made me imagine Lin as she slept underneath the blankets of her large bed, dozing away as her tail thumped against the floor. The thought made me smile for a moment. I shook the thought off, however, and soon turned my attention back to Kari, who was looking at me with a strange smile.

      “I’m surprised you’re not heading to bed as well,” I said.

      “I am tired, but I also wanted to speak with you about something,” Kari admitted, and here, she seemed a tad embarrassed. A gentle trace of pink sprang to her cheeks, making me once more realize how utterly stunning this girl was. That look of hers made my breath hitch.

      “What did you want to talk about?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

      Bringing her hands to her front, Kari gripped her skirt and gazed at me with eyes that trembled with an emotion she seemed to be just barely restraining. “When you fell down that ravine, I felt… like my heart had stopped. I already realized some time ago that I loved you, but until that moment, I never… never realized how much you meant to me…”

      A small droplet of water like a tiny crystal leaked from her left eye, slowly wound its way down her cheek, and dripped off her chin. One soon became two and two became three. Kari raised her hands to her face and tried to wipe them away, but she didn’t have much success as more tears continued leaking from her eyes.

      I closed the distance between us and cupped her face with my hands. I used my thumbs to wipe the tears away as Kari closed her eyes and nuzzled her face into my hands. After I finished, she took a shuddering breath, opened her eyes, and continued.

      “My own feelings came as a great shock to me.” She gave me this painful admittance as though even she couldn’t believe the intensity of her own emotions. “It felt like someone had ripped open my chest and pulled out my heart. It was like some part of me that had always been there had suddenly disappeared.”

      Kari had stopped crying now—it had only been a few tears—but I continued to rub her cheeks with my thumbs. She hadn’t told me to stop.

      “You’ve been holding that in this whole time, haven’t you? Ever since I returned after falling,” I said, already knowing the answer.

      “I didn’t want to appear weak in front of my brothers,” Kari admitted.

      “But you don’t mind appearing weak in front of me?” I teased. I didn’t mention how she and Lin had both cried into my chest, which I believed her brothers would consider a bigger sign of weakness than what she was doing now. I honestly saw nothing weak in her actions.

      “Y-you’re different! I mean, you and me… we’re together, and you’ve always listened and accepted how I feel without reservation, so I… it’s like I feel more comfortable talking about my feelings and showing weakness when I’m around you.”

      When Kari’s face and ears turned red as she tried to explain herself, I chuckled just a little. She pouted at me, her cheeks swelling up like a chipmunk with acorns in its mouth, but I drew her close. Hugging the girl to my chest, I placed my chin on the crown of her head. She smelled of the shampoo and soap I had bought. In response to my actions, Kari wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight as though afraid I would disappear when she let go.

      “I’m glad you feel that way.” I ran a hand through her hair. “I want you to be able to talk to me about anything. Whenever you’re troubled or uncertain, you can come to me, and I’ll listen no matter what it is.”

      Perhaps it was in response to my words, but Kari buried her face even further into my chest as though trying to burrow through me. Her muffled “thank you” was barely heard.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like this. It felt like hours. However, I was sure only a few minutes had passed. At some point, Kari’s body completely relaxed against me, becoming so slack she would have fallen to the floor had I not been hugging her. I realized from her slow, even breaths that she had fallen asleep.

      Scooping the girl into my arms, I went over to my bed and used my toes to pull back the covers. I decided to leave her clothes on since I didn’t think stripping her was a good idea right now. I set her down, paused for just a moment, and then pulled the covers back. While I was tempted to slip into bed with her, she hadn’t given me permission to do so.

      That night, I decided to take the couch.
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      Dyr returned home soon after parting ways with Eryk. The moment she appeared before the Leucht Family gates, she was let into the mansion and directed toward the basement, where she was then locked away.

      Her room could scarcely be called such, as there was literally nothing inside except for a simple cot with a threadbare blanket. Dyr couldn’t help but notice, as she lay on the hard cot and shivered underneath the blanket, that it was nowhere near as warm as when she shared a sleeping bag with Fay. That had been nice.

      So nice.

      She missed them already, those people who had treated her with kindness and warmth despite the fact that she was a complete stranger. She missed Eryk. He had treated her well immediately after they met, let her travel with him, fed her, and didn’t get upset even after she’d accidentally eaten some of that Demon Beast Repellent. She wished to return to his side, though she knew that wasn’t possible.

      As she lay there, voices came from the other side.

      “So you failed to kill Eryk and his party even after I lent you Dyr,” said a voice she recognized. It was Hagen.

      “Ke ke ke. This was just a trial run,” another voice said. Skygge. She recognized his cackling. “I didn’t expect to be able to kill Eryk this time. I merely wanted to see how Dyr’s abilities worked and whether we could use it to dispose of him in the future.”

      “Hmph. That’s a likely excuse.”

      “Eryk Veiger is powerful, and his companions aren’t weak either. Ke ke. If we wanted to kill him now, it would have required more preparation on our part.”

      “What about that master you keep telling me about? Surely he can afford to send someone powerful enough to wipe them out. Could you not do that yourself? I thought you were the greatest assassin within your group.”

      “Ke ke ke. I’m not so sure there’s anyone in our group who has the power to kill Eryk Veiger on their own save maybe my master, but my master is currently dealing with other matters that require his attention. That is why I’m looking to see if we can use Dyr’s abilities to do the job for us. And I might be an assassin, but Eryk Veiger’s ability to sense Spiritual Power is rather frightening. Ke ke ke ke. Even if I can hide from him when I’m Shadow Walking, I can’t hide once I step out of the shadows.”

      Dyr bit her lip as she listened to the two as they spoke. She didn’t like where this conversation was going, but she also couldn’t do anything about it. Even if she wanted to warn Eryk and his friends about this, she understood that she wouldn’t be allowed to leave anymore. All she could do was listen.

      “Then what do you propose?” asked Hagen.

      “Ke ke ke. This experiment of mine was rather successful,” Skygge replied. “Even without the ritual, we were able to forcibly release Dyr’s power and attract a Giant Svart. The next time Eryk Veiger travels into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, we will follow him and wait until his guard is lowered, and then we’ll use a larger version of the ritual to attract multiple Demon Beasts. If we can summon several B-Ranks or even an A-Rank Demon Beast, not even Eryk Veiger will be able to escape.”

      “I suppose that is the best I can hope for,” Hagen said after a several-second pause. “However, I expect you to finish him off next time. My family has been supporting you and your master for hundreds of years. You wouldn’t have been able to get where you are today without us. I expect you to pay back this debt in full.”

      “Do not worry. Ke ke. My master never forgets to repay his debts.”

      The conversation appeared to be done. Dyr listened to the sound of footsteps as Hagen walked off. Skygge had probably disappeared into a shadow since she couldn’t hear his footsteps.

      As she lay there, her legs curled into her chest, Dyr prayed that Eryk and his friends would never travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range again.
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      The first thing we did was head back to our rooms and grab our weapons.

      Well, Erica, Kari, and Tungsten grabbed their weapons. I still didn’t have one myself.

      After everyone was equipped with their respective battle arms, the four of us raced out of the hallway and toward the entrance hall. As we ran across the catwalk inside of the room filled with lava, where the numerous forges were located, we found ourselves being swept along by the many Dweorgs who were also running in the same direction.

      Like us, the Dweorgs were equipped with weapons and armor. Their brilliant armor looked bright as the runes inscribed into the gleaming alloy glowed vibrantly. Similarly, their weapons were also glowing, and I noticed that they, too, had runes inscribed into them. The arrays were complex and not something I could understand just by looking at them. It really made me wonder. Humans had never inscribed runes into their armor and weapons. What would happen if we did?

      The shaking got worse the closer we came to the entrance hall. As we moved up the staircase, a loud rumbling echoed down to us, and the tremors became so violent that I nearly fell back down. If it wasn’t for the Dweorgs behind us, essentially pushing us up, I would have taken a serious spill.

      As we rushed out of the stairwell, we found nearly two dozen Dweorgs standing at the ready, their armor gleaming and their poleaxes held in tightly clenched hands. Erica, Kari, and Tungsten also readied themselves. I did as well, but I also lamented how I still didn’t have a weapon.

      Boom… boom. Boom! BOOM!

      The loud rumbling that echoed around the entrance hall was coming from the currently closed door, which was blocked off by several thick cross bolts running perpendicular and parallel to each other. However, even as I looked at the door, I could see cracks beginning to form on the surface. They rapidly spread, growing larger and more numerous, until, like glass being smashed apart, the door shattered inward.

      Everyone at the front screamed as they shielded themselves from the falling debris. It acted as a powerful diversion for the creatures who rushed through the now broken entrance. Grunts. There were hundreds of Grunts streaming into the hole, carrying weapons of all kinds. Swords. Axes. Hatchets. Spears. They attacked the Dweorgs up front, swinging or thrusting the weapons in their hands with reckless abandon.

      A lot of their attacks glanced off the tough armor the Dweorgs wore. I noticed right away that the attacks didn’t do anything. In fact, whenever a Dweorg was struck, the runes on their armor would glow and repel the attacker’s weapon. It was like those runes had created a reflective shield of energy.

      “DEFEND THE HALL!!” I heard Samraek shout.

      A deafening roar went up as the Dweorgs defended the hall, attacking the Grunts to keep them from slipping by.

      Kari raced forward. She slipped between a pair of Dweorgs engaged in battle, slitting the throats of the Grunts they were fighting, then twirled her ranseur around and thrust it forward. Her blade pierced the chest of her foe. She lifted the still very much alive Grunt off the ground, then threw him into several of his companions, who had been teaming up on another Dweorg.

      While Kari went off on her own, Erica and Tungsten stood back to back. One swung her claymore around like it weighed less than a feather. Each swing slammed into two or more Grunts, lifting them off their feet and sending them to the ground. Meanwhile, the other hefted his battleaxe in a two-handed grip and methodically cut apart the enemies before him. A green glow emitted from his blade, which made me realize his strange movements were creating a blade of wind that coated his weapon and increased its cutting power.

      Realizing that there were far more enemies for me to contend with, I activated the Flash Step, which caused the world around me to blur slightly as I began moving about at extremely high speeds. I quickly appeared before a Grunt attacking a Dweorg. With a shout, I thrust out a fist coated in lightning. My attack was powerful enough to send the creature flying, its insides burnt. I didn’t stick around to see the end result. Using the Flash Step again, I appeared beside another Grunt, leapt into the air, and snapped off a spinning kick. The loud crack of the Grunt’s neck breaking was just barely heard above the din of battle.

      The thick scent of blood hung in the air. Screams of the dying echoed around us. The roar of combat rang so heavily in my ears that I thought they might bleed.

      It was pandemonium.

      As the fight continued, Kari and I eventually met up somewhere in the middle of this blood bath. We relied on each other for support. She swung her ranseur around, releasing precisely timed bursts of golden Spiritual Power that sliced through the bodies of numerous Grunts. Some were cut in half, others lost limbs, and a few had their heads cleanly removed from their shoulders. Meanwhile, I continued unleashing powerful lightning melee attacks that fried the insides of my opponents.

      After the Grunts swept in, several Elites also appeared in the entrance, roaring as they charged into the defensive line. I responded by leaping into the air and swinging my arm forward. A massive crescent wave of lightning leapt from my hand and slammed into the first line of Elites, killing some and paralyzing others. Kari used the Flash Step to appear before the paralyzed Elites and finished them off with precise thrusts and elegant swings.

      It did not take long before the ground became stained with blood. As we fought, several larger Sekbeists burst into the hall. They were absolutely massive, about two or maybe even three times taller than I was. The muscles covering every inch of their bodies rippled as they lashed out with ferocious swings of the axes and hammers in their hands. Several Dweorgs were sent flying, though their armor did a good job of protecting them.

      One Dweorg did try to attack a Beast with a swing of his war hammer, but not only did the attack not do anything, but it also brought unwanted attention onto him.

      The Beast he attacked roared. It raised its leg and brought it down, crushing the Dweorg beneath him. A bright glow just barely appeared underneath the Beast’s foot as the Dweorg’s armor protected him, but the Beast did not relent, raising its foot and crushing the Dweorg again. Again. Again. The runes’ glow sputtered, faded, and went out.

      And then the Dweorg was crushed flat.

      Blood flowed underneath the Beast’s foot.

      “Beasts!” Kari shouted.

      “Let’s take them out before they can do more damage!” I shouted back.

      The two of us used the Flash Step to appear within the midst of the Beasts. There were only three, fortunately.

      Channeling more lightning into my hand, I created a thick blade of condensed lightning as I leapt into the air and thrust my hand out. The Beast noticed me. It narrowed its eyes as, quite suddenly, a swirling nebula of black energy appeared in front of me. My hand slammed into this nebula. I gawked as the lightning blade covering my hand disappeared. It was like this strange swirling blackness was eating my Spiritual Power.

      With a grimace, I used the Flash Step Version 2: Illusion Step to appear behind the Beast. I coated my hand in lightning once more and sliced into the back of the Beast’s knee. This time, my lightning blade went straight through. Blood gushed from the wound as the Beast roared and fell onto a knee. Now its head was somewhat closer to me. I used this opportunity to create an even larger lightning blade and swung. My blade went through the Sekbeist’s neck, severing its head, which rolled across the floor.

      I turned to look at Kari and found her fighting against the remaining two Beasts. She was doing a great job of keeping them at bay, but she couldn’t attack because she was being double-teamed, and I knew it would only be a matter of time before one of her enemies got lucky.

      Narrowing my eyes, I charged forward to lend her a hand.

      I wasn’t sure how long the fighting lasted, but just as it seemed to be tapering off, the rest of the massive door suddenly exploded and a giant figure marched in. This one reminded me of Zadram. He walked on two legs and had a bulky body densely packed with muscles. Unlike Zadram, however, this one was wearing armor. It was rusted and dull, but the chestplate, gauntlets, and greaves were covered in spikes. Furthermore, he was wielding a sword made of pure darkness like Zadram, but he seemed more talented as he swung it around. There was a certain finesse to his movements that the other one didn’t have.

      “Ah ha ha ha! I’m glad we finally found you little worms!” The Sekbeist grinned, his massive tusks turning the joyous smile into something sinister to match his words. “Now we can annihilate the last bastion of you accursed Dweorgs! All who refuse to bow down to our rule will suffer the pain of a thousand deaths!”

      I would have told this monster that it was impossible for someone to “suffer the pain of a thousand deaths” because people can only die once, which completely rendered the threat ineffective, but I didn’t.

      Using the Flash Step, I appeared underneath the creature. Looking up, I saw the Sekbeist’s fat chin several meters above me. I channeled as much lightning into my fist as I dared, and then jumped into the air and slammed it into the underside of this monster’s jaw. The loud clack as his mouth was forced shut was followed by his head snapping back. The Sekbeist stumbled several steps backward before catching himself. He brought his head back and glared down at me.

      “Who dares to attack the Warlord Urmog?! I will have your—a human?! No! You aren’t human! How did you get here?!”

      I didn’t answer his question as I attacked again. I used the Flash Step to appear behind him, then slammed both lightning-covered fists against the back of his knee. While this creature’s body was strong, all bipedal animals had the same weak points. The back of the knees where the legs bent was one of them.

      The Sekbeist went down with a mighty scream, falling to a knee. I grabbed his metal chestplate and unleashed a powerful torrent of lightning, using the metal as a natural conductor of electricity to increase the damage and fry his body. That was my intent anyway. I gaped when my lightning did nothing. It skittered against the armor and dispersed as if it couldn’t generate enough power.

      “That won’t work on me, fool!”

      Urmog tried to swat me away like I was a fly, but I saw the attack coming and used the Flash Step to get away. As I landed on the ground, Kari descended on the Sekbeist from above, her ranseur glowing with a bright, golden Spiritual Power that shrouded the tip of her blade like a divine flame. Sadly, I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

      “So you can use the light element, can you?” Urmog raised his blade to meet her attack head-on. “Do you think you can defeat me just because you have trace amounts of Alv blood?! Think again!”

      Kari slammed her ranseur into Urmog’s blade of darkness. Light exploded and darkness engulfed. The two colors crackled against each other, each one vying for dominance, warping the air around them, but it soon became apparent that the black Spiritual Power of Urmog was winning. It pushed against the golden light of Kari’s Spiritual Power, then exploded when it reached her ranseur.

      With a scream, Kari was sent flying backward, her ranseur exploding in her hands as she flew through the air.

      “KARI!”

      I used the Flash Step to appear beneath her. Catching the woman in my arms, I held her tight as my feet slammed into the ground and I skidded backward.

      “Kari! Are you okay?!”

      “M… my hand…” Kari grimaced. I did too when I saw the shape her hand was in. It looked mangled. Her glove was gone, and her flesh was torn to the point where I could see her muscles and bones sticking out. If that was all, it might not have been so bad, but two of her fingers were barely hanging from her hand by tendons that looked close to snapping.

      “Hold on,” I said before raising my head and lifting my voice. “ERICA! TUNGSTEN! I NEED YOU TWO TO BUY ME SOME TIME!”

      “How much time?!” demanded Erica as she cut a Grunt in half with a single swing of her claymore.

      “As much as you can give me!” I shouted back.

      “That’s a tall order!” Tungsten grunted as he blocked a sword swing, pushed the Grunt back, and then split his enemy’s chest open with a downward swing of his battleaxe. At that moment, an Elite sent a wave of darkness toward him, but Erica danced in front of the attack and swung her claymore, unleashing a powerful wave of fire that destroyed the latter’s Spiritual Technique, swept over the Elite, and roasted him.

      Despite his complaint, both he and Erica ran toward Urmog as I quickly retreated to the back of the entrance hall. There was no fighting this far out, which was, of course, because the Dweorgs were steadfastly refusing to let the Sekbeists past their first line of defense. I crouched near the stairwell, hidden slightly behind a column, with my left knee raised so Kari could rest her back against it as I held her mangled hand.

      “I’m about to heal this.”

      “T-thank you.”

      I focused intently on the mangled hand, holding it within my own, and sending a surge of the water element through my palms and fingers and into Kari. The water elemental Spiritual Power I poured into her was visible as thin blue threads of light. They looked like light particles that had become warped into the shape of strings. As the light slowly entered her hand, the muscles and veins healed. Even the mangled and barely hanging fingers reattached themselves and became fixed. This event was followed by the skin that had been peeled off knitting itself back together, leaving her hand completely healed. Even some of the scars that I hadn’t been able to heal before were no longer present.

      “How does it feel?” I asked.

      Kari tested her healed hand, clenching and unclenching it before she nodded. “It feels better. It’s almost as if I never got hurt.”

      “Think you can keep fighting?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I still have a lot of Spiritual Power left—at least enough for an A-rank Spiritual Technique.”

      “I don’t think the same thing you did on Zadram is going to work on this guy. That armor of his is tough.”

      “Then what should we do?”

      I thought about her question, or more specifically, about the answer. “Maybe if we aim for the gaps in his armor, we can beat him, but that would require a more localized attack. If you can condense all of your power into a smaller area, it might increase your ability to pierce his armor and strike at where he is weak.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” Kari admitted.

      I opened my mouth, prepared to give her one of those “I’m sure you can do it if you just try” pep talks, but a loud, agonized scream stopped me. Kari and I raced out from around the column we’d used as cover and looked at the battlefield. Erica was screaming in agony as she stared in horror at her mangled left leg. Meanwhile, Tungsten had been caught within the crushing grip of Urmog. His armor had already shattered and blood was gushing down his mouth as the hand enclosed around him slowly clenched.

      I already knew that we wouldn’t reach them in time. The Flash Step I had created relied on propelling myself forward with an intense but short burst of Spiritual Power to race across the ground in the least amount of steps possible. It was technically a very crude technique.

      That also meant it possessed numerous limitations.

      “If only I could use my mother’s Three Thousand Steps,” Kari muttered, helpless.

      “Three Thousand Steps? What is that?” I asked.

      “It’s a Spiritual Light Technique where my mother transforms herself into a being of pure light,” Kari answered. “She can only use it for a short amount of time, but for that period of time, her body transforms, which allows her to move instantaneously and melt through anything. It’s a Spiritual Technique she can only use because she has reached the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      A technique that can transform someone into light… the thought hit me like a bolt of lightning, and I wondered if I could do the same thing. I had not reached the Third State of Spiritualism. On the other hand, I could already do plenty of things other Spiritualists could not.

      Maybe I could do this too.

      “It’s worth a shot,” I muttered.

      “Huh?”

      Kari looked at me as I took a deep breath, but I didn’t have time to say anything. I was completely focused inward. I blocked out the screams, the sounds of clashing metal, and even the agonized cries of our comrades. Traveling deep into myself, I dredged up all the Spiritual Power I had, transformed it into the lightning element, and then willed my body to become one with it.

      Agony raced through me. It felt as though my entire body was being fried. I wondered if this was how my enemies felt when I blasted them with lightning. If so, I almost felt sorry for them. I could hardly think!

      The moment my body became assailed by pain, I was pretty sure I’d done something wrong. However, the pain soon subsided and a tingling feeling passed through my body, causing me to raise my hands and look at myself.

      I could no longer see my skin.

      My entire body seemed to have turned into an electric blue color.

      It looked like I had successfully transformed into the lightning element. Arcs of lightning skittered across my body, leaping between my legs, fingers, and arms. When I moved my left arm, a loud vwhoom sound echoed around me, followed by a crackling burst like lightning striking the ground.

      “Eryk…” Kari stared at me with wide eyes. “You…”

      “Hold that thought,” I said, turning to look at Urmog as he laughed, still crushing Tungsten in his grasp, and Erica as she lay on the floor, holding her mangled leg.

      I took a step forward, and then I was no longer standing beside Kari. I wasn’t even on the floor. I was standing on a wall on the opposite side of the hall, my feet sticking to the stone as though they were magnets. It all happened so fast I couldn’t even see it happen myself. After pausing a moment to take stock of my new orientation, I looked back at where I believed Urmog was.

      He was still there, still standing, but there was a large, gaping hole in the center of his chest. It was so big I could see through it. There was no blood or organs dripping from the hole, but it looked like that was because the wound had been cauterized. Urmog remained upright for a little while longer, but then his body tilted backward seconds before he slammed into the ground with a thunderous crash. The hand holding Tungsten remained locked up, but it was no longer crushing him.

      I realized, belatedly, that I had just blown a hole straight through a creature in less time than it took to blink.

      With Urmog dead, the Dweorgs released a loud cheer and began pushing the Grunts and Elites back. Meanwhile, the remaining enemy forces, with their leader dead, seemed to lose their morale. They shrieked and tried to flee as they were killed.

      I released the technique that transformed my body into lightning and dropped to the floor. Rolling across the ground, I leapt to my feet and raced toward Erica and Tungsten. The battle might be mostly over, but my friends were still injured.
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      Waking up that morning was more difficult than normal, which likely meant I’d been more tired last night than I thought. This didn’t surprise me. The other day, I had returned to Nevaria after my first foray into the Demon Beast Mountain Range in this timeline.

      As I stifled a groan, I tried to ignore the light pouring into my eyes through a window with no glass, and groped at the warm, soft, squishy objects in my hand as I settled back down to get some sleep.

      Said warm, soft, squishy objects suddenly released a pair of lyrical moans.

      My eyes snapped wide open when I heard those sounds. Glancing down, I found two people lying on top of me. One of them was a voluptuous woman with hair that appeared to have been spun from gold, while the other was a dark-skinned beauty with modest breasts and a six or seven-meter-long tail.

      Naturally, they were Kari and Lin.

      I had slept on the couch, which was six meters long to accommodate for Lin if she decided to recline on it. That said, I hadn’t expected her to use it while I was sleeping on it. While Lin was sleeping with her body snuggled against my torso (I noticed that my arm was wrapped tightly around her waist) and the couch, Kari had taken to lying directly on top of me. She was fortunately still dressed. However, Lin was completely naked. To make an awkward situation worse, the “objects” I had grabbed sometime during my sleep, which my hands rested on even now, were the firm and perfectly heart-shaped butts of Kari and Lin.

      I really did have to admire the feel of their backsides. Shapely and well-muscled, they were both firm and soft. Were the situation a little different, I was sure I’d have a lot of fun playing with them, but too bad for me, this was not a situation that afforded such a luxury.

      Even though she hadn’t done so in a while, I had grown used to Lin sneaking into bed with me, but Kari was another story entirely. I wondered what she was doing here. Why would she sneak onto this couch when I had given her a perfectly good bed? Well, I mean, I guess the bed wasn’t that good compared to what she was used to, but I couldn’t imagine the couch would be any better…

      As I was trying to figure out what I should do, Kari chose that moment to wake up. She groaned, stirring on top of me, her leg brushing against the very obvious sign of my arousal, and then lifted her head and blinked several times.

      “Eryk,” she murmured, her sleepy expression only partially confused. “What are you doing in my bed?”

      “We’re not in your bed,” I said, my voice a touch dry. “This is my couch.”

      “Oh.” Kari took exactly two seconds to ponder my words… and then she set her head back on my chest and closed her eyes. “Okay then. Goodnight.”

      “Don’t go back to sleep!” I shouted at her.
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      “I’m sorry about this morning,” Kari apologized as she looked at me with adorably pink cheeks, which she had cupped in her hands as though to try and hide their new coloration. She was sitting at the table as I served her, Lin, and myself a breakfast that I had just bought: Porridge with honey for me and Kari, and one dozen meat skewers for Lin.

      I was sitting at the head of the table, while Lin, who had ceded her spot to her “Big Sister,” was standing (I only had two chairs) as she devoured her skewers at a rate that astonished me. I had bought twelve, but she had already eaten six in half as many seconds.

      “Can I ask why you two were sleeping with me?” I posed them my perfectly logical question.

      “Ah…” Kari’s cheeks deepened a shade as she looked away. I waited for her to say something, but when she remained silent, I glanced at Lin.

      Lin paused when she noticed the look I sent her way, finished off her eighth skewer, and then coughed into her hand. I waited patiently for her to say something. At the same time, I wondered what kind of excuse she would give me.

      “This princess was cold last night,” was all she said.

      “That doesn’t answer anything,” I told her with a sigh.

      “It’s… well…” Kari cleared her throat and, with her ears now as pink as her cheeks, tried to explain. “You see, last night, I had woken up in your bed and needed to use the restroom. As I was coming back, I saw Lin trying to sneak onto the couch with you.”

      “Big Sister stopped this princess and said she couldn’t sleep with you,” Lin said, and then added, “Of course, she remembers the agreement she made with Big Sister, so she made a proposal.”

      “And that was?” I pressed.

      Kari said nothing as she looked away again, twirling a strand of hair between her fingers. It was a far cry from the confidence her older self had displayed, but I understood there were differences between this Kari and the one from my previous life. Since she was unwilling to answer, I looked at Lin.

      The Lamia girl finished the last of her skewers and then answered me as if it should have been obvious. “This princess proposed that we both sleep with you.”

      “I see.” I stared at Lin some more, not at all surprised that she had suggested this, and then raised an eyebrow at Kari. “Lin is one thing, but I’m surprised you decided to sneak into bed… onto the couch with me.”

      “Well, I… that is…” Kari squirmed in her seat as I continued to stare. Her cheeks became increasingly hotter as though my eyes were a fire that was roasting her alive. “I… wanted to experience it for myself… what it was like to sleep with you… Also… I want us to be more intimate… because of what happened in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      So that was what it was. I did have a hunch that her decision had something to do with how I’d fallen down that ravine, but I wanted to hear it from her since there was always a chance I was wrong.

      “If you want to sleep with me, you should just say so,” I said.

      Kari paused. “You aren’t… against it?”

      “Why would I be?” I answered back. “I love you. I obviously want to be more intimate with you.”

      “Oh…” Kari blew out a deep breath, placed a hand against her chest, and smiled. “So I see. Yes, I suppose it is only natural for you to feel the same, but I was afraid you didn’t feel the same way since you haven’t really touched me or done anything intimate since our first few kisses.”

      “I’ve technically only just started courting you about ten days ago.” I shrugged. “I don’t want to rush things and make you think I’m using you for pleasure.”

      “Is that why you haven’t slept with this princess either?” asked Lin.

      “Well…”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I hadn’t slept with Lin because I loved Kari and didn’t want to be disloyal. It had absolutely nothing to do with the subject of our conversation, but I’d feel bad if I told her that.

      Perhaps, to my great fortune, while I was struggling to think of what I should say, Kari answered in my stead. “Lin, the reason he hasn’t tried anything with you yet is because he’s taking matters slowly. I don’t think he’s really used to being in a polygamous relationship just yet.”

      “That’s… right,” I agreed, even though that wasn’t really the whole reason. To be honest, I was still a little uncomfortable about this polygamy business. I’d known several people who were in relationships like this, but it wasn’t something I had considered until Kari told me I should court her, Lin, and Fay at the same time.

      Polyamory was a lifestyle of nobles and powerful individuals. In my past life, I had been but a peasant, a lowly nobody who raised himself up thanks to Kari’s presence and help. By the time I could have entered a polyamorous relationship, the very thought of doing so was something I had never considered. Kari had been all I needed back then.

      What about now?

      I honestly didn’t know.

      That was why I couldn’t answer Lin.

      “Hmm…” Lin frowned just a little as she considered this. “That is… understandable. This princess accepts your reasons, but!” Before I could sigh in relief, the Lamia girl narrowed her eyes. “You should also remember that Big Sister isn’t the only woman in your life. This princess also wants your affection.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I promise, I won’t neglect you.”

      “Good.” Lin gave me a decisive nod. Meanwhile, Kari’s eyes gained a tender look as she watched this interaction.

      I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but it seemed I still wasn’t doing the best job I could when it came to how I interacted with them. Maybe this was a sign that I should show them more affection. I still wasn’t certain of my boundaries, which was why I hadn’t done anything yet, but if they were both pushing for this, then I needed to do my best to meet—no, to exceed their expectations.

      Nodding to myself, I made a promise that I’d do a better job of being a good suitor when I was with them. I needed to be more attentive to their needs.
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      After breakfast ended, I parted ways with Kari and Lin. Kari had classes that day, but first, she needed to return home and get dressed—she was still wearing her clothes from our journey into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, which had yet to be washed. Lin was heading to the library to continue memorizing humanity’s written language.

      I went to the Alchemist Association.

      It didn’t take more than fifteen minutes to reach the Alchemist Association, slip past the crowd loitering in the courtyard and clamoring to buy pills, and reach Feinrea’s office. I opened the door upon receiving her invitation. Feinrea, her orange-tinted red hair styled into a messy braid, looked up from her work when I closed the door behind me. She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and smiled.

      “I haven’t seen you in a while. I heard you went into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.” She eyed the bag I was carrying as I walked up to her desk. “I’m guessing you found the ingredients you were looking for while you were there?”

      “Yes.” I set the bag on the desk and took out a long, thin bone that was blue instead of tan and one reed with four tongue-shaped leaves. “Water Nymph bone marrow and the four-tongue clover.”

      Feinrea looked at the two ingredients with eyes that shone like brilliant emeralds. As they continued to sparkle, she glanced back up with a smile that made her seem almost like a child. 

      “Since you managed to get your hands on these, let’s grab the other ingredients you need. Luckily for you, I’ve made sure to keep them stocked in my office just in case you came in.”

      Spinning around, Feinrea went to a drawer located behind her desk and opened the top one, where she pulled out several items that I recognized as the ingredients I had requested. They were all placed in jars with an airtight seal to help keep them fresh. She set each one on the desk after clearing away her papers. Then she pulled a notebook out from somewhere, set it on the desk, and grabbed her quill and ink bottle. Now set up and ready to take notes, she stared at me with an expectant look that made me break out in a somewhat cold sweat.

      “Right. So, pay close attention to what I’m doing, okay?” I said.

      “Yes.” Feinrea nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t even blink.”

      I wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to go that far, but I was sure it would fall on deaf ears.

      The first thing I did was fill a 500 mL beaker with water and use a burner to bring it to a boil. While the water was heating up, I grabbed the yellow immortal snapdragons, four of them, and ground them up in the mortar until they turned into a yellow paste. Then I did the same thing with the wild geranium, which gave the paste a paler color that reminded me of pastels.

      “Do you mind if I ask you what the wild geranium and yellow immortal snapdragons are used for?” asked Feinrea.

      “Yellow immortal snapdragons have the effect of strengthening and thickening blood,” I informed her. “You can actually smear paste made from yellow immortal snapdragons directly onto a wound and it will help clot the blood. However, the effects are too great for your body to ingest. Doing so would actually cause your veins to clog, which would probably kill you, so you need something to mellow it out.”

      “Which is what the wild geranium is for.” She was nodding as if she’d expected my answer, which she probably had. “Wild geranium is used mostly in incense and is known for its mild scent and relaxing properties.”

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “Wild geranium is a very mild plant that mellows out anything it mixes with, lessening the effects of other ingredients. Most people think that’s bad, but if you make something where the effectiveness is too strong, you might do more harm than good, especially with pill refining. Too much of a good thing and all that.”

      The water had come to a boil by now, so I grabbed the ancient cedar shavings, which was a bright brown bark. There was a whole bag of the stuff, which I didn’t hesitate to dump into the beaker of now boiling water. I set the bag down and grabbed a stirring rod. Then, stirring the water, I watched until all of the shavings had completely dissolved, turning the liquid into a shade of light tan. I shut the burner off.

      “In case you are wondering, the ancient cedar shavings are used as a catalyst to help the four tongue clover and spira root agglomerate. These two ingredients do not mix well together on their own,” I explained before Feinrea could ask.

      “I see,” Feinrea murmured as she dipped her quill into the ink jar, tapped it against the lip, and jotted down several notes.

      As she did this, I grabbed the mortar and scraped out the yellow immortal snapdragon/wild geranium paste into a 100 mL beaker. I cleaned out the mortar and pestle next. Setting the mortar back on the table, I grabbed the four-tongue clover and ground it up, added it to the water with the ancient cedar shavings, and then repeated the process with the spira root and added that into the beaker as well. Once I added both the four-tongue clover and the spira root, I stirred it all together. Slowly but surely, the mixture in the beaker went from light tan to a slightly yellowish-green.

      “The next thing we’re doing is adding the mulberry tree milk to the paste we made from the yellow immortal snapdragon and wild geranium,” I said as I grabbed the jar containing the slightly white liquid. It was viscous, looking more like sap than pure liquid.

      “Is this being done to increase the healing properties of the mixture?” asked Feinrea.

      “No, it’s being done to further dilute the paste so I can add the Water Nymph bone marrow.” As I said this, I tipped the jar and added the mulberry tea milk, filling the 100 mL beaker to the 75 mL marker. After stirring all of it in, I grabbed the femur bone I’d taken from the Water Nymph, cut off the tip, and began scraping out the dark blue bone marrow.

      “I see!” Feinrea’s eyes shone vividly as she realized what I was doing. “Mulberry tree milk is sort of like water in that it can act as a base. The effects are mild, so anything mixed with it gets diluted, but not as much as water.”

      “Basically, yes. There’s a bit more to it than that.” As I stirred the mulberry tree milk and Water Nymph bone marrow, mixing it with the pastel-colored paste, I watched as the whole thing turned into a lighter blue color with light pink swirls mixed in. “Depending on what you are mixing with the mulberry tea milk, it can act as an enhancer, but with this combination, it simply acts as a base with stronger properties than water.”

      “Yes, that makes sense.” Feinrea was nodding along.

      The two beakers were now properly mixed, which meant it was time to finish this. I first poured the mixture with the yellow immortal snapdragon, wild geranium, Water Nymph bone marrow, and mulberry tree milk into the cauldron, and then added the liquid that mixed ancient cedar shavings, four tongue clover, and spira root. After that, I grabbed the last ingredient, the slightly golden sphere of eldar sap, and dropped it into the liquid.

      “Now we just mix the whole thing…”

      I grabbed a larger stirring rod and used it to mix the ingredients together. As I did, I poured some of my Spiritual Power into the liquid, causing sparks to appear from within as my Spiritual Power activated the ingredients’ properties. The liquid glowed for several seconds before dying down. When the glow disappeared, the whole thing had turned a bright golden color.

      “And now we refine it…”

      I grabbed both sides of the cauldron and channeled more Spiritual Power into it, enforcing my will over the liquid to make it change shape. The golden liquid bubbled and popped. Then it began separating into tiny bubbles, which soon hardened and turned into many small pills about the size of my thumb.

      Taking one out, I showed it to Feinrea. The pill was a light golden color, but there were swirls of a pastel blue and pink within it.

      “So this is the Blood Replenishing Pill,” Feinrea murmured in a fascinated tone.

      “Yes.” I dropped the pill into her outstretched hand.

      “You made so many at once.” She bit her lip and stared from the pill in her hand to the ones still in the cauldron. “I didn’t think you could do such a thing.”

      “What I just did was called Mass Pill Refinement, and it’s generally not something you want a beginner doing,” I admitted. “It’s what could be considered an intermediate technique, but I figured I would make several for you right now. You can use them as a measuring stick to compare with the pills your alchemists make.”

      “Good idea,” Feinrea admitted.

      “Now.” I gestured toward the alchemy set with a smile. “Since you’ve seen me do it, I want you to try your hand at refining one. I’ve brought a lot of ingredients, so we shouldn’t run out of them before you can learn how to refine this pill.”

      “I’ll certainly do my best not to disappoint you,” Feinrea said as she moved gracefully over to the alchemist set and began working.

      I watched her work with the eyes of a One-Horned Lightning Eagle.
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      I spent about two hours with Feinrea, instructing her on how to refine the Blood Replenishing Pill. While that seemed like a long time to create a single pill, the fact that she could refine one in just two hours after seeing me refine it once impressed me. It had taken me about two weeks to refine one that met the stringent standards of the person who taught me.

      Once I was satisfied with her performance, I left the Alchemist Association. My next destination was the northern Nevarian Spiritualist barracks.

      The Alchemist Association was located close to the Merchant’s District, which was in the western quarters, so the journey was pretty far. I actually decided to take a carriage. It took me about one hour to reach the barracks. After hopping out of the carriage and paying the driver, I walked up to the young woman wearing the armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist who was guarding the front gate. She looked at me in surprise, but I didn’t give her a chance to speak.

      “Is Commander Dante present? I would like to speak with him.”

      The woman needed a moment to restart her brain as she gawked at me, wide-eyed like she couldn’t believe I was standing before her. I wondered if she knew who I was and that was the reason she couldn’t speak, or if she was just surprised some random person would ask to speak with Dante. I got my answer a second later.

      “Y-yes, Commander Dante is present. Shall I escort you to him, Master Eryk?”

      Master? Since when did people start calling me master? Regardless of the reason, the important thing was that she was willing to take me to Dante.

      “Yes, please.”

      The woman bowed toward me, and then led me past the gate surrounding the headquarters and through the front door. I followed her as she walked to the by-now-familiar door of the commander’s office. She knocked once.

      “Commander Dante? Master Eryk is here to see you.”

      “Send him in,” a voice came from the other side.

      “You may go in.” The Nevarian Spiritualist held the door open for me. I thanked her as I walked into the room, then she shut the door behind me.

      Dante was alone today as he sat behind his desk, reading what appeared to be a report written on faded parchment. He looked up as I walked toward the desk. Setting the parchment down on the table’s surface, he smiled at me.

      “It seems you had quite the adventure with my sons and daughter,” he said in a breezy voice. I wasn’t fooled.

      I shrugged. “It was a bit more hectic than I assumed it would be at the beginning, but matters evened out soon after, and we were able to complete our quest with relative ease.”

      “I heard.” Dante leaned back in his chair and blew out a deep breath. “I received a report from Mykkel telling me about everything that happened… including the attack by the Giant Svart. I am still having trouble believing there was a B-Rank Demon Beast so close to Nevaria. Giant Svarts live on Devil’s Mountain, which is located about a hundred kilometers into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. There shouldn’t have been one so close.”

      “It is unusual,” I admitted with a shrug. “But it could just be an anomaly.”

      “Do you really believe that?” asked Dante.

      “Not really. No.”

      I knew more about the Demon Beast Mountain Range than even Dante did, having spent several years living there after the cloaked woman who’d rescued me died. I’d explored even the regions where A and S-Rank Demon Beasts lived. That was why I knew a Giant Svart showing up near the beginning forest just a few kilometers from Nevaria was highly unusual—no, it was something that shouldn’t have been possible.

      But then again, the Demon Beast Invasion shouldn’t have been possible either.

      “Demon Beasts, especially the stronger ones that are B-Rank and above, like to create territories, and they rarely ever leave those territories.” Dante tapped his finger against the desk, creating a staccato rhythm. “This is part of the reason our Spiritualists are able to delve so deeply into the Demon Beast Mountain Range without running the risk of dying. The Nevarian Spiritualists have extensively researched this matter and created maps that detail where all the known Demon Beast territories are. For one to appear out of the blue like that is…”

      “It may be that something unusual is going on in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and that is causing the Demon Beasts to become restless,” I finished after he trailed off in thought. “But I don’t believe thinking about it is going to get us anywhere right now. If this is a matter of great importance, then maybe you should consider sending people to investigate. In either case, that isn’t what I’ve come here for.”

      Dante threw his head back and laughed at my blasé attitude. “I suppose that is true. Sorry. I went off on a tangent there.” He calmed down and leaned forward on his desk to pin me with a look. “So, what did you come here for?”

      “A few reasons. First…”

      Reaching into my pouch, I pulled out a folded-up sheet of parchment, unfolded it, and set the parchment on the desk in front of Dante. He glanced at the parchment briefly, looked away, and then doubled back when his brain seemed to finally process the contents. As he gawked, I smiled and explained what he was seeing.

      “This is called a ballista, though it has also been referred to as a bolt thrower. It’s a weapon that launches projectiles at distant targets. However, it can also be used to shoot at flying Demon Beasts—provided someone has the skills to use it.”

      I reached over and tapped a finger against what was a blueprint for the ballista. Dante followed my finger as I pointed out specific parts of the weapon.

      “This uses two levers with torsion springs. The springs consist of several loops of twisted skeins. The ballista itself is made of wood and held together with iron plates around the frame and iron nails in the stand. You see this slider at the top? That’s where bolts are loaded into and shot out of. The winches and the claw at the back are used to ratchet the bowstring into an armed firing position.”

      It felt like Dante wasn’t really listening to my explanation as he stared at the ballista blueprint, but I kept going anyway.

      “Our forces right now rely entirely on our Spiritualists to fight against the Demon Beasts, which is fine in most circumstances, but if something were to happen where our city was attacked en masse, it would be a good idea to have people who aren’t Spiritualists trained in how to use these so they can provide support by taking out airborne Demon Beasts. Of course, these weapons are also great if we ever find ourselves under siege.”

      More or less finished with my presentation of this first weapon, I took a step back and waited as Dante continued studying the ballista. I glanced around the room. There were a few maps hanging from the walls. It looked like most of them were of Nevaria, but there were a few incomplete maps of the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      Finally, Dante blew out a breath and spoke. “I was wondering what you wanted to speak to me about, but to think it was something like this…” He trailed off as a wry grin twisted his lips. “I certainly won’t lie and say this doesn’t interest me. Just from hearing you talk about them, I can see how these weapons would be an advantage to have.”

      “Why do I sense a ‘but’ in those words?” I asked.

      Dante laughed again. “But I will need to speak with Hilda, Rainer, and Valence before any decision can be made on whether we can implement them into our forces or not.”

      “I figured as much.” Dante was technically the vice commander of the Nevarian Spiritualists alongside Rainer, who dealt primarily with the logistical side of things. In fact, I probably should have been presenting this idea to Rainer since he had a better handle on their budget. “Should I present this idea to Empress Hilda as well?”

      “Naw.” With a shake of his head, Dante dismissed my offer and grinned. “I think I can do that much at least. You’ve already shown me this amazing device, and I can definitely see how it would be useful.”

      “I’m glad you think so… because I have several more devices that I would like to show you.”

      “Wait. What?!” Dante actually stood up from his seat and slammed his hands flat against the desk. His expression made me grin. “You have more?! Really?”

      Nodding, I took out several more sheets of folded parchment and began showing each one to Dante. The first one I showed him was an idea to have several watchtowers built in key locations around Nevaria. There were the blueprints for the watchtower, which would have a ballista built on a rotating platform that had a full 360-degree rotational range. I also had a map where I circled the areas where having a watchtower would prove most beneficial. My goal was to have these watchtowers built at 500 meters apart, which was the maximum range for the ballista.

      I also presented a blueprint for a smaller ballista, which could be installed on top of the ramparts and used to spray suppressive fire on any rampaging Demon Beasts that attacked Nevaria from the ground. They were actually a lot like crossbows. However, they were about three times bigger. The bolts also had more penetrating power and range than a crossbow did.

      “What makes both of these ballistae really great weapons is that the bolts can be infused with an element,” I finished my presentation. “Say you’ve got a Spiritualist with the lightning element. He or she can infuse that element into the bolt by transcribing runes onto the surface to increase its penetrating power. If someone with the fire element transcribes runes onto it, the bolt will explode upon contact. If they have a lightning element, the bolts penetrating power can increase severalfold. Of course, having a Spiritualist use the ballista isn’t necessary. Once the runes are transcribed, anyone can fire them and get the same effect. This is the biggest benefit of these weapons.”

      By the time I was done, Dante looked like someone had struck him in the throat with a rabbit punch. He was staring at me like I was an S-Rank Demon Beast. I wasn’t sure I appreciated that look, but then he took a slow breath, held it… and chuckled. It was weak like he was having trouble believing what I was saying.

      “You really are something else. You know that?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that.” I frowned.

      “I mean you’re an impressive kid.” Dante rubbed his smooth-shaven chin. “This is something that has the potential to turn the tide of battle if Nevaria is ever attacked. Of course, the chances of that happening are small, but it isn’t impossible. These could definitely help us out.” After staring at the blueprints for several seconds longer, he grabbed them, rolled them up, and tied them together with a leather band. “I will present these to Hilda when I get home today. I’m sure she’ll be interested in them.”

      “Very well.” I accepted his words with a nod.

      “Was that all you came here for?” asked Dante. “You just wanted to present these to me?”

      I was about to say yes, but then I remembered something and shook my head. “There was also something I wanted to ask you.”

      “And what’s that?” asked Dante.

      “Do you know anybody who goes by the name Hagen or Skygge?”

      Dante leaned back and crossed his arms, eyes narrowing in sudden concentration. “I don’t know anyone named Skygge, but I know of a Hagen. That’s a fairly common name. However, I assume you are asking about a person of great power who is named Hagen.”

      “That’s correct.” I couldn’t imagine someone who didn’t have a high standing within Nevaria being able to keep a woman like Dyr secret for so long.

      “The only Hagen I can think of who fits that description is the head of the Leucht Family. Hagen Leucht.” Dante uncrossed his arms and grinned upon seeing the way my face twitched. “Does that answer your question?”

      “I believe it does,” I said.

      “Is there a reason you asked me about him?”

      His question made me pause, hesitate, as I debated whether or not telling him about Dyr would be beneficial, but I had no reason to hide what happened. Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel also knew about Dyr. It wasn’t like telling their third father would do any harm. That was why I explained how I had met a woman named Dyr in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and how she had mentioned living with two people called Hagen and Skygge.

      The frown that appeared on Dante’s face at the start of my explanation had grown larger by the end. “I don’t know anything about a Skygge, but Hagen doesn’t have any daughters. He only has one son, Grant, and you already know what happened to him. This Dyr could be talking about a different Hagen.”

      “Maybe…” While I decided to drop the subject for now—we had no proof to incriminate the Leucht family with, and even if we did, I wasn’t sure what we’d incriminate them of—I couldn’t help but think that Dyr and the Leucht Family were definitely connected. That said, I also had to wonder… just who was Skygge?
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      Having given my presentation to Dante, the next place I made for was the training ground I was using with Kari and Fay. We had actually been offered to use the training courtyard at the Imperial Royal Palace. I had declined. I wanted a space with lots of obstacles to help the girls train in how to properly use the Flash Step.

      On that note, Lin could not use the Flash Step since she didn’t have feet. Perhaps that was the reason she had declined to train with us. I wondered if she would join us later on when we began training in how to properly use the elements.

      While making my way to the training ground, I thought about what Dante had said about Hagen Leucht, the head of the Leucht Family. I was positive he was the person Dyr had been talking about. That said, I really didn’t know what to do with this knowledge. It wasn’t like I could storm the Leucht Family manor and slaughter everyone there. As one of the Three Heavenly Families, they had more power, politically, than I did. If I did something to them, I’d be the one branded as a criminal.

      I also wondered about Dyr. The girl wasn’t very strong, couldn’t fight, and didn’t have any sense of spatial awareness. What had she been doing in the Demon Beast Mountain Range? Why would this Skygge person even take her out to such a dangerous location? No matter how many times I asked myself this question, I always came up blank.

      My thoughts on Dyr and the Leucht Family were shaken off when I reached the training ground. Fay and Kari were already there.

      They were wearing clothes meant specifically for training.

      Fay’s shirt wasn’t something I felt could accurately be called a shirt, since while it did cover her breasts, it left her stomach exposed. Her hips were covered in black shorts that wrapped around her firm bottom like a second skin. This drew my eyes along the magnificent lines of her body, from her wide hips, her flat and toned stomach, to her amazing chest. The black stockings and brown boots she wore matched her clothes.

      On the other hand, Kari was wearing the weighted clothes that Fay and I had been using to build up our strength and stamina. That meant most of her body was covered. She also must have been wearing breast bindings because her chest looked much smaller than usual. While Fay appeared relatively fine, Kari was breathing hard as sweat poured down her face and neck. I watched as one droplet trailed the left side of her neck and disappeared into her vest.

      “Is this… really what you two did… to get stronger?” asked Kari as she went through the routine of pushups, sit-ups, squats, lunges, pull-ups, and several other strengthening/endurance training exercises.

      “It is.” Fay nodded as Kari slowly bent her knees, hands on the back of her head and back straight until her body was squatting down, then moved to stand back up. Her legs were shaking. “When I first began training with Eryk, this was the routine we did every day before training our Spiritual Power.”

      “Ugh…”

      I wished her pants weren’t so baggy so I could see her butt flex, but I recognized that I was getting distracted and shook my head.

      Kari had only begun training with us a few days ago. In fact, I don’t even think ten days had passed since she joined us (if we didn’t include the time spent in the Demon Beast Mountain Range). That said, we hadn’t been able to have her do this particular routine at the time because she didn’t have the weighted clothes. Now that she did, I guess that meant it was time to put her through the paces as well.

      “Kari, once you finish these exercises, I want you to begin practicing the Flash Step,” I said as I walked further into the clearing. Kari whimpered but didn’t complain. “While you are doing this, Fay, you and I will begin our game of tag.” I smiled at her. “I hope you last longer this time than you did the last time.”

      Now it was Fay’s turn to whimper.
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      Fay did actually last longer this time than she had last time, but that was like comparing apples to oranges. It was only a five-minute difference. Still, for ten minutes, she had managed to use the Flash Step nonstop before exhausting herself and tripping. My goal for her training was to make it so she could last for at least half an hour. If she could do that, then it meant her stamina and reserves of Spiritual Power were at the same level that Kari’s had been in my previous life, which also meant she had the power, if not the skill, to defeat a B-Rank Demon Beast by herself.

      Both Kari and Fay were utterly exhausted by the time they finished training. I’d had to carry Fay back to the clearing that Kari was using because her legs weren’t working. She was hanging limply in my arms, her legs swinging back and forth as her head rested on my shoulder. Even her arms weren’t working.

      “No fair,” Kari mumbled when she saw us. “I want to be held like that too.”

      Her words made me chuckle just a little. I was sure she’d said that out loud without realizing it.

      I had packed some lunch for us all to eat, though it was just a simple basket full of sandwiches. The lunches came from a bakery that specialized in catering for parties. A lot of what they made was mostly finger foods. What I had bought was simple, just several servings of meat and vegetables smashed between two slices of bread with a light spread, but they would satiate our hunger. I also had a large flask of water to share between the three of us.

      “How long do I need to keep these exercises up?” asked Kari as she munched on her food with little decorum. I wondered what her fans would say if they saw how she was stuffing her face. I thought it was cute, but I was sure they’d be appalled by her lack of refinement.

      “Once the weights in your clothes reach a maximum of six hundred kilos, you can stop using the weighted clothes,” I said.

      Kari grimaced. “I don’t even think I’m at two hundred kilos yet. It seems I still have a ways to go.” She put the flask to her lips and drank deeply of the cool water inside, releasing a sigh of relief after quenching her parched throat. She refocused her attention on me. “If you don’t mind me asking, how much weight did you end with?”

      Tilting my head, I thought for a moment as I calculated how much weight I’d had by the end of my weighted clothes training. “Well… let’s see. I stopped using the weighted clothes after they ripped from having too much weight. Those clothes are quite sturdy. I’d say… I must have had at least 2,500 kilos by the time I was done.”

      “2… 2,500 kilos?”

      By this point, even Fay was gawking at me. She probably didn’t know how much weight I had been packing into those rune-inscribed cylinders. Every day, I had increased the amount substantially from the previous day. I think it was something like I doubled the amount each time I trained.

      “Thereabouts,” I affirmed their question.

      Kari blew out a breath. “We need to train harder.”

      “Yes.” Fay nodded. “I agree. I can’t afford to let myself fall behind.”

      It sounded like Fay planned on going back to training with weighted clothes, but I didn’t think that was necessary right now.

      “No, at the moment, it is more important for you to practice the Flash Step and the Rotation Fire Fist. As of right now, you are way stronger than any Spiritualist, physically speaking, which means we should be working on giving you attacks and techniques to supplement your combat style. If you can master the two Spiritual Techniques currently at your disposal, your overall power will increase far more than if you gained mere physical strength.”

      After listening to my explanation, Fay placed her hands on the ground behind her and leaned back. She considered my words for a moment. Then, as if reluctantly agreeing, she nodded slowly.

      “So I see. Yes, that does make sense. But how will I know when I’ve mastered these techniques?”

      “When you can use the Flash Step consecutively without stopping for thirty minutes, I will have considered the first stage mastered. That said, I’d prefer it if you could use it for an hour without stopping. As for the Rotation Fire Fist…” I rubbed the back of my neck and thought about the technique. “My understanding is that it’s a Spiritual Fire Technique where you generate fire using the rotation of your fist, and then launch it outward in a spiral-like pattern that slams into your opponent at range. Currently, your attacks don’t have that spiral pattern. You just shoot large fireballs. I believe the spiral is what gives your technique its increased range and power, so I’ll consider the technique mastered when you can create a spiral with enough power to destroy a large boulder from fifteen meters away.”

      “In other words, I have a really long way to go,” Fay said with a sigh.

      I was sure the wry smile on my face had nothing to do with amusement. “Pretty much.”

      “And you?” I asked Kari. “How is the Divine Buster Cannon coming along?”

      “It’s really not coming along at all.” Kari’s smile was a tad self-deprecating. “I don’t want to make excuses like ‘it’s because I haven’t had time to practice,’ but this Spiritual Technique has kind of fallen by the wayside in favor of physical conditioning and learning the Flash Step. I still can’t generate a beam wide enough or powerful enough to really deal damage to my enemies.”

      “And the Flash Step?”

      Kari’s smile brightened a bit. “That’s at least going well. I can now reach the target without overshooting or undershooting in a single step. I’ve also been able to extend the distance. Currently, it only takes me one step to travel sixteen meters.”

      Her analysis of her own abilities caused Fay to grimace, which I knew was because it had taken her a lot longer to reach that point. I didn’t say anything right there. However, I would talk with Fay later. Kari was uniquely suited to speed techniques thanks to her affinity for the light element. Fay wasn’t because she had a fire affinity. That was all there was to it.

      “In that case, let’s work on the Divine Buster Cannon for now.” I stood up, causing the two girls to also climb to their feet. “Fay, I’d like you to work on the Rotation Fire Fist. I sadly won’t be able to fully help you because I don’t know the mechanics behind it very well.”

      “I understand.” Fay nodded before moving off to practice on her own.

      Turning to Kari, I said, “And I will be helping you right now.”

      Kari beamed at me, seemingly happy that she and I would be training together. To start off, I asked her to show me the Divine Buster Cannon.

      I stood about five or so meters from Kari, who had adopted a standard battle stance used for polearms, her dominant foot forward, knees bent, and her ranseur held at an angle as the tip pointed toward the ground. She took a slow, deep breath, and then leapt into action. Moving forward on swift feet, she gathered Spiritual Power. Then she spun her ranseur in a complicated pattern and thrust it forward.

      The beam of golden energy that erupted from the spear was certainly much smaller than the one she’d launched in my previous life. I remembered how the beam had burst from her spear, shooting across the ground as it overwhelmed entire hordes of D and C-Rank Demon Beasts. Her attack had a range of about fifty meters and was able to create a huge gap in the enemies’ formation. Her current Spiritual Light Technique only produced a beam with a range of about fifteen meters and was much smaller. At most, she’d be able to incinerate a single line of enemies.

      “I think I see the problem here,” I said after analyzing her current abilities and comparing them to what I remember.

      “What is the problem?” asked Kari.

      “The first is simply that you don’t have enough Spiritual Power. You’ll have to build up your reserves if you want to unleash that attack at full power. Saying that…” I walked up to Kari as she set the butt of her ranseur on the ground. “It looks like the movements you’re using to generate that power are a little weak. I want you to try again, but this time, when you take that first step forward, I want you to add a spin to your movements.”

      I took the ranseur from her and showed her an approximation of what I wanted. Granted, I was sure my example wasn’t the best. Polearms were not something I specialized in. However, I’d seen Kari do this enough times in my previous life that I could at least imitate her movements to some extent.

      “Think you can do that?” I asked as I gave the staff back.

      “I can definitely try.”

      It was probably a testament to her trust in me that she didn’t even question why I asked her to add a spin. As I walked back to where I’d first been observing, Kari’s face gained a look of absolute concentration. She took a deep breath, held it, and then took several swift steps forward, spun, and released a loud cry as she twirled the tip of her ranseur around in complex patterns.

      I used Spiritual Perception to watch her Spiritual Power as it surged through her body. There was much more this time. I could see the way her Spiritual Power flowed through her Spiritual Pathways, up her ranseur, and then exploded from the tip as she thrust the weapon forward. What shot from her weapon this time was a beam of about two meters in diameter. It flew for twenty or so meters, slammed into a tree at the other end of the clearing, and burned straight through it. As the tree groaned and fell to the ground with a loud crash, Kari looked at what she’d just done with a flabbergasted expression.

      “That… how…?”

      “The spin you added after taking those first steps forward helps generate the power for your technique,” I said.

      “I see.” Kari’s eyes soon returned to normal as she bit her thumb and looked at the damage she had done.

      “Now you just need to increase the amount of Spiritual Power you have,” I suggested. “I recommend firing off this Spiritual Technique as many times as you can. You have those Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills I gave you, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Take one right now and begin practicing like that.”

      “I will.”

      As Kari raced over to where we’d set our bags and began rifling through hers, I traveled deeper into the forest. Our journey into the Demon Beast Mountain Range had shown me my own limitations. I wasn’t as strong as I needed to be, which meant it was also time I increased my own training.
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      I was fairly exhausted by the time the sun was setting. After giving Kari and Fay a kiss goodbye, the three of us parted ways—or rather, I parted ways with them. It looked like Kari and Fay were heading off somewhere together when I last saw them.

      My destination was the Nadine Library, which had become even more crowded than before. There were a lot of people standing around outside. Several people were even peeking in through the windows. I wondered what they were looking at, but I couldn’t be bothered to figure it out… not until I entered, at least.

      The inside was packed. There wasn’t a single space left at the tables. I noticed that all of the people sitting around were also mostly teenage boys and men in their early to mid-twenties. This confused me for a moment since the boy-to-girl ratio was normally fairly even unless Kari showed up, but then I saw most of those men glaring with jealousy at a table near the back.

      I looked that way and felt an intense burning in my gut.

      Lin sat at the back of the table, studying humanity’s written language with due diligence, but she was also being pestered by a pair of boys. It looked like one of them was the leader. He was a man with a powerful build, somewhere in his early to mid-twenties, and wore leather pants, a white shirt, and a leather jerkin. While his outfit appeared plain at first glance, the quality and material were made from expensive Demon Beast hide.

      “If you wish to learn our language, I would be more than happy to hire tutors for you,” the man was saying. “In fact, I could even tutor you myself, if you’d like.”

      “No thanks,” Lin said. “This princess isn’t interested in letting anyone but Darling, Big Sister Kari, and Fay tutor her.”

      Those words, the mentioning of “Big Sister Kari,” made the man pause, and I used that opportunity to walk over to the table.

      “Lin,” I greeted the girl.

      “Oh! Darling!” Lin looked away from her book to present me with a glorious smile. “Are you done training?”

      “Yeah… it went a bit longer than I expected.”

      “That is all right. This princess has been catching up with her studies. She didn’t have any time to study recently because we were in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      I nodded as the man who’d been hitting on Lin glared at me, but all that did was make the fire inside of me burn hotter. It wasn’t jealousy. At least, I didn’t think it was. It was just that the idea of some fool hitting on Lin bothered me. I didn’t like it. I could also tell when I focused on the Ring of Marji that Lin was irritated by his actions as well. That was probably why I did what I did.

      I wasn’t jealous at all.

      Lin gathered her parchment, ink, and quill. As she turned back around to face me, I leaned down and placed a kiss on her lips. It was nothing more than a quick kiss. It could barely even be called a peck. However, the action caused Lin’s eyes to widen. Smiling at her as I leaned back, I held out my hand, which she took on reflex rather than any conscious action.

      

  




        
          [image: ]
        

      
      

  



“Are you ready to head home, Lin?” I asked.

      “Ah, um, yes,” Lin answered in a soft, dazed mumble.

      Still smiling, I stared at the man, who I belatedly recognized as someone who’d taken part in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. He was Catalyna’s brother. What was his name again? Markus? Mark? No, that wasn’t it. Oh, right. I remember now.

      “Marko, I appreciate you keeping Lin company while she was studying,” I said.

      Marko, who had the appearance of a man who’d just been metaphorically punched in the face, could not stop himself from stuttering. “That… what… but you… how…?”

      “Anyway, we’ll be leaving now. Have a good day,” I continued like I hadn’t heard him.

      I then ignored his existence and guided Lin toward the door. We stepped out, the crowd of people parting before us as we exited. Once we began walking down the street, I looked back at the library to see everyone leaving, which I concluded was because their main attraction—Lin—was no longer there. As I was about to turn back around, I caught sight of Lin’s still dazed expression and paused.

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

      Lin shook her head. “Not particularly. This princess is just very happy right now. Hee-hee.”

      I couldn’t figure out why she was so happy, but it didn’t really matter. If she was happy, then so was I.

      Still holding her hand, I laced our fingers together as we made our way home.
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      With the army of Sekbeists successfully beaten back, our group was given a chance to recuperate. It seemed the Dweorgs needed some time to set things in order as well. The four of us were asked to return to our rooms for the time being, which I personally had no problem complying with.

      I preceded Kari into the room, who was lagging behind a bit. Given what happened to her, it was understandable, as she was probably in shock over the damage done to her hand. This was the first time she’d been that injured before. Having your hand so thoroughly mangled it was dangling from your wrist by a pair of thin tendons was a serious and debilitating injury. Her arm would have been crippled if not for my water element.

      Knowing this, I turned around to face her.

      “What should we do now, Ka—mmph!”

      Her sudden attack surprised me. A pair of lips hampered my own, keeping me from saying anything more. Just as I was becoming aware of what was happening, Kari placed her hands on my chest and pushed me backward, causing me to walk in reverse until my legs hit the bed. I let out a shocked shout as I hit the bed with a thump.

      “Kari, what are you—”

      Before I could even finish forming that question, Kari attacked me with another voracious kiss, her tongue penetrating my mouth, her body rubbing against me. An electric sensation shot through my groin. The feeling of her crotch grinding into me, even muted through the fabric of our clothes, caused me to lose all sense of reason.

      It wasn’t long before I was kissing back. Her tongue stirred up the saliva in my mouth as she continued to force her way inside, but I didn’t push it back. I accepted it and closed my mouth around her tongue. A groan escaped her lips as she swirled her small, wet appendage around in my mouth, playing with my own tongue like it was prey to be devoured.

      Reaching out with my hands, I undid the catches in her leather armor. Kari sat up long enough to discard the armor, and then her shirt, revealing her breast bindings, which were covered in a layer of sweat and grime. We didn’t bother carefully removing those. I tore them apart, allowing her breasts to spring free with an enthusiastic bounce.

      Once her upper half was naked, she went to work on mine, undoing the chestplate, pulling off my shirt, and throwing them aside. There was a desperation in her actions. I was lucky she had enough sense to realize I couldn’t take my clothes off lying down like that. However, the moment my torso was exposed, Kari was attacking me again.

      She went for my neck this time. Her teeth grazed my flesh, causing me to shudder, and then she found one sensitive spot near my collarbone and bit down. I winced, but more than that, I released a loud groan as my hands landed on her back. The way her shoulder blades flexed and twitched underneath my touch made me shudder in pleasure.

      “Ack! Kari, don’t bite so hard!” I suddenly shouted when Kari, having reached my chest, suddenly bit my nipple. It was a fair bit harder than normal.

      Kari didn’t seem to be listening to me as she worked her way down my body. I twitched as she licked my chest, and then my stomach. My abs tightened as she pressed the flat end of her tongue against my skin and coated my abs in her saliva.

      I had to wonder about her current actions. I mean, Kari could be passionate, and I would even go so far as to say she was normally really frisky under the sheets, but her current actions made her seem possessed. It was like something had come over her, compelling her to act this way.

      Just as that thought passed through my mind, Kari had removed my boots and pants, and her hands had grabbed my cock. It was already semi-hard from her previous actions, but her gentle stroking quickly brought it to full mast. With my dick now standing at attention like a soldier in an army, a smile worked its way onto Kari’s face as, coming to, she looked at me with mischievous blue eyes.

      “This is a reward.”

      “A reward for whaaaaAAAAT?!”

      My question went unanswered when Kari kissed my head, and then slowly, centimeter by centimeter, engulfed my cock in her mouth. The feeling was so intense that I could only throw my head back. I would have bucked my hips, but Kari grabbed them to keep that from happening. I could do nothing but ride out the pleasant sensations.

      As the seconds ticked by, and Kari worked my cock into her mouth, she eventually stopped. Gagging, she moved back a little. I realized she’d reached the end of what she could fit into her mouth. Whenever Kari gave me a blowjob, she would usually fit what she could in her mouth, liberally coat the rest of my dick in saliva, and then stroke the parts her mouth couldn’t fit with her hands. That was what I expected her to do here.

      She didn’t do that.

      “OH, FUCK!”

      Kari moved down again, and something inside of her throat seemed to give way. I couldn’t rightly explain it, but it was like her throat had suddenly opened up, allowing her to keep moving down, down, down, until her mouth and nose were literally pressed against my crotch. I didn’t have any hair, so her nose was pressed right against my skin. My dick twitched inside of her. It was erratic and fast. I gritted my teeth to stave off my impending orgasm, but really, all I wanted to do was blow my load down her throat.

      My breathing had grown heavy as I looked down. Kari was looking up at me, a twinkle in her vibrant blue eyes. I wanted to say something witty in this situation, but then she hummed and started moving, and all I could do was ride out the sensations that washed over me. An electric feeling passed through my cock to my brain. I was pretty sure the world went white. Matters weren’t helped when Kari began fondling my balls.

      “Kari!” I tried to warn her when my balls tightened. “I’m—”

      Was about as far as I got.

      Kari had just hummed around my dick, causing it to vibrate. I couldn’t even speak. The rest of my words were an incoherent yell as I released my cum into Kari’s mouth. I wasn’t sure if it was because my dick was actually down her throat, but she didn’t have any trouble swallowing everything. When she released my dick with a slurping pop, not a single speck of cum was on her mouth.

      “Ha… ha… ha…”

      As I was lying there, unable to do anything except stare at the ceiling, Kari crawled up my body until her dripping wet pussy came into contact with my flaccid cock—not that it remained that way. She leaned down and kissed me as she slowly ground her smooth nether lips against my dick, returning it to full hardness. The feeling of her warm, wet lips rubbing against my shaft, coating them in her love juices, created a feeling that drove me mad.

      I returned her kiss with a strength I didn’t know I had. It was as if her actions rejuvenated me. Raising my hands, I smacked them against her ass, causing a loud moan to echo in my mouth. Kari’s moan created a strange vibration in my mouth as we kissed so passionately some drool leaked from our lips. Then I massaged her butt cheeks with a mixture of soft and hard motions. The loud moan became a low, throaty sound that merged with a series of nasally gasps and heavy pants.

      Kari’s scent filled my nose as we continued to kiss. We hadn’t bathed since before the battle, so her smell was particularly strong, just as I was certain mine was too. I found it pleasant. The strong scent of Kari aroused me as surely as her actions and body did.

      “In me,” Kari muttered as she sat back up. She placed her hands on my chest and raised her hips. Electricity shot through me as she rocked her hips and my dick became wedged between her pussy lips. “I need this in me.”

      “You’re being awfully needy right now.” Despite my words sounding like a complaint, I grabbed her hips and helped line her up. Her skirt, stockings, and boots were still on, but it looked like she wasn’t wearing any underwear. She wiggled a bit as the tip of my dick spread her pussy apart. The moment that happened, her impatience showed again as she slammed her hips down, taking my cock in one go.

      “Hrnnn!!”

      Kari threw her head back and released a loud cry to the ceiling. However, I wasn’t about to just let her adjust. Since she was so impatient, I began thrusting my hips without any warning.

      “Hyk! Hrk! Ha! Ah! It’s… Ahn! So hard! So good! Ah! Haaa! Haaaa! Hyk! Eryk! You’re going so deep! Your cock! It’s. Hitting. My. Womb!”

      Sweat broke out on Kari’s skin as I continued thrusting my hips up, keeping up a fast, hard pace that caused her skirt to flap and her tits to bounce up and down. The sound of my cock sliding lewdly in and out of her pussy was completely overwhelmed by the loud cries Kari released and the sound of our hips smacking together.

      She finally recovered from my surprise attack. Having placed her hands on my chest again, squishing her breasts together, she lifted and lowered herself onto my dick, riding me. A bright glow appeared on her chest. Symbols that I felt like I should know flickered brightly, but I couldn’t focus on that. Her juices were dripping down my shaft and staining the sheets, the feeling of sliding in and out of her vice-like pussy took all of my concentration, and the way her hair flared around her like streamers in the wind was oddly captivating. We were completely lost within each other.

      “AHN! OH! HRK! HYK!”

      The volume of Kari’s passionate cries increased. I was sure I wasn’t much better. I wondered how thick these walls were. Did they block out sound adequately? Part of me wondered if our neighbors could hear us. Of course, our neighbors were Tungsten and Erica. If they could hear us, I wondered what their reactions would be when they saw us tomorrow.

      Those thoughts and more left me when my balls suddenly became unbelievably tight. It felt like a tourniquet had wrapped around my dick. I belatedly realized it was actually Kari. Her vagina had tightened around me and was convulsing. When I looked up, I saw her body quivering and shaking. The glow of the runes on her chest had increased to a vibrant shine. Her thighs clenched around my hips as if squeezing the life out of me. More than that, the look on her face was enough to send me over the edge. Her tongue was lolling out, drool leaking from her mouth, and her eyes were glazed over and half-lidded. It was like she felt so good her mind had become lost in a haze and she no longer cared about what expressions she made.

      Giving one last thrust into Kari’s tight pussy, I released my second load of the day, shooting several spurts instead of a thick flood. Even though I didn’t have as much as before thanks to Kari’s blowjob, there was still enough to leak from her pussy, dripping down my hips and staining the bed.

      As if she were a puppet and her strings had been cut, Kari fell forward onto my chest. She nuzzled her face against me like a cat demanding affection. I began stroking her hair and sweaty back, relishing in the simple contact as I came down from my emotional high.

      “Hey, Kari. Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “Mm… everything is fine now.” Kari kissed my chest and hugged me tightly. “Sorry for springing that on you.”

      “I don’t mind.” And I really didn’t. Who would complain about such a passionate round of sex with the woman they loved? No one. “I’m just wondering what brought this on?”

      Kari hummed softly to herself as though thinking, but it sounded a little more like purring to me. I wondered if she’d stop purring if I ceased stroking her hair and back. The thought barely lasted for a second before I discarded it.
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I enjoyed stroking her hair after sex too much to stop.

      “I guess… I just realized my own mortality,” Kari responded after a while. “All this time, we’ve been fighting and fighting, but I haven’t been hurt that badly in actual combat before. Seeing what happened to my hand made me realize that you or I could die at any time.”

      “And if that was the case, you didn’t want to die with regrets?” I asked for clarification.

      “Something like that.” Kari lifted her head to set her chin on my chest. I looked into her green eyes, haloed by locks of hair that appeared to have been spun from threads of gold. She was smiling. It was a small, half-smile that complimented her currently half-lidded eyes. “But I will also admit that I’ve just been feeling a little frisky. We haven’t had sex since Erica came to the Explorers Guild and requested our help.”

      “Hmmm. You bring up a very good point.” I smiled, and then, before Kari could even release a sound, I flipped us around so that she was on bottom and I was on top. Bringing my face close to hers, I gave her a scintillating smile. “So… since it’s been such a long time, how about we make up for all that time we lost?”

      With a smile of her own, Kari wrapped her arms around my neck, her legs around my waist, and pulled me down until her lips were brushing against mine.

      “That sounds like a grand idea to me,” she whispered before stealing another kiss.
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      Lin was very affectionate during breakfast the next morning, which was kind of my fault since I had kissed her in public yesterday. That said, I didn’t complain.

      She was sitting on my lap, her long tail wrapped around my right leg and gently thumping against the floor. I should just be glad she’d already eaten. Given her prevalence for scarfing down food like it would disappear if she didn’t polish it off in a tenth of a second, I was sure I’d be covered in meat juice if she’d eaten on my lap. Of course, this did make eating my own breakfast rather hard.

      “Lin?”

      “Yes, Darling?”

      “Could you please get off while I’m eating?”

      “She can… but only if you give her a kiss first.”

      Was this what happened when I tried showing affection? I guess I didn’t really mind, but I also still felt awkward and unsure of how to handle this situation. Could I really love her like I loved Kari? This question kept repeating itself in my head, making me wonder if it was really all right for me to monopolize these three girls.

      At the same time, I also realized that if I did nothing, nothing would ever change.

      Since Lin was sitting on me, it was easy to cup her face in my hand. Before the now startled girl could respond, I tilted her head up, brought my lips down, and placed them over her own. The Lamia girl released a very startled moan. I slid my hand down her neck, over her shoulder, trailed across the nakedness of her torso, and stopped at her waist. Going no further than this, I let my lips linger over hers. Perhaps it was the result of her being cold-blooded, but her lips were a tad chilly, though they quickly warmed up.

      “D-Darling…” Lin stared at me with wide eyes, but I just smiled.

      “Do you mind if I ask you to sit in your own chair?” I asked. “I still need to eat.”

      “M-mm. This princess will move now.”

      Lin got off me, though I sensed reluctance in her movements, and sat down in the chair next to mine. I grabbed my spoon and began eating my now cold porridge. Lamenting the fact that my food was no longer warm, I tried to look at the silver lining. I kissed Lin. I think that was a good thing. I enjoyed it at least, though I did feel a little guilty. Hmm. Thinking about it like that, I should talk to Kari about this when I had the chance. I was sure she could set me straight.

      Just when I came to this decision, someone knocked on the door. Wondering who it could be, I quickly finished off my food, set the spoon in my empty bowl, and wandered to the front door with Lin slithering beside me.

      “Eryk Veiger, it looks like you’re in good health,” the person on the other side said. She was a solidly built woman with a masculine face, broad shoulders, and powerful arms and legs. Honestly, if it wasn’t for her long hair tied into a knot at the back of her head and the fact that I knew she was a woman, I might have mistaken her for a man.

      In other words, her problem was the opposite of mine.

      “Hellen Brynhild,” I greeted with a nod. The ever-curious Lin placed her head on my shoulder as she pressed her chest into my back. “I’m assuming you were asked to get me?”

      “You catch on quick,” Hellen said, hitching a thumb at something behind her. It was a carriage. “I’ve been ordered to take you to the Imperial Royal Palace. Empress Hilda wants to speak with you.”
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      Since Empress Hilda requested me, I said goodbye to Lin a little early. She told me she’d be at the library like usual. I was a little worried about Marko Kriger showing up again, but I also knew that Lin could take care of herself, so after giving her another kiss goodbye, I hopped into the carriage with Hellen Brynhild.

      The carriage wasn’t the same one I’d been on when I rode with Empress Hilda and her family, but it was still comfortable, with soft, leather-bound seats and purple upholstery. It contained a kind of restrained luxury. This definitely wasn’t the standard type of carriage used by Nevarian Spiritualists, so maybe it was something used by the captains.

      Now if only I could do something about that stare…

      Hellen, dressed in the steel armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist Captain, stared at me like I was a puzzle she couldn’t solve. Her look was somewhere between bemused and exasperated.

      “Is something on your mind?” I asked, unable to bear the silent treatment.

      “Not really.” She shook her head. “I was just wondering how many girls you are in a relationship with.”

      “I’m afraid to disappoint you, but it’s just the three.”

      “So, Kari, Fay, and that Lamia girl?”

      “Her name is Lin.”

      “Yes, Lin. Are you sure you have no one else?”

      Something about the way she asked that made me frown. “I’m sure.”

      “Hmm…”

      I had the strangest feeling she knew something I didn’t, and while part of me wanted to know, I was sure that was her goal in all this. She probably wanted me to ask why she’d ask me such a question. If that was her game, then I’d do my best to disappoint her.

      The carriage eventually rolled to a stop. As the door on the left swung open, Hellen stepped outside first, and I followed her.

      I glanced at the Imperial Royal Palace. Despite being a little small compared to buildings in Midgard, the home of the Astralia Royal Family certainly lived up to its name. Five stories tall, spanning a few thousand meters, and featuring an impressive array of flying buttresses and columns, it was easily the largest and most ostentatious villa in Nevaria. To top it off, the whole structure was located on top of a mountain in the center of the city.

      There was no line of butlers when Hellen led me inside. We walked past the entrance hall, up the stairs, and through several flights of hallways and doors. Our destination was, of all things, a balcony. The posh exterior featured a floor that shone like crystal. An elegant balustrade standing at about waist height kept people from walking over the edge. This balcony was located at the edge of the mountain, so the drop was at least several hundred meters.

      The view overlooking Nevaria was breathtaking.

      A table made of crystal sat in the center, and seated in one of two chairs was a blonde woman whose elegant bearing and presence made her look like an older but slightly less busty Kari. This woman, dressed in a gown that revealed her pale legs and small feet decked in soft slippers, was none other than Kari’s mother: Hilda Astralia, the Empress of Nevaria.

      Valence stood behind her, silent, vigilant, a monolith of a man that appeared to have been carved from stone.

      Hellen bowed before the empress. “Your Majesty Hilda, I have brought Eryk Veiger as requested.”

      “Thank you, Hellen.” Empress Hilda’s cherry-colored lips blossomed into a smile. “Sorry for troubling you with such a demeaning task. I’d normally get the Imperial Royal Guard to do it, but…”

      “There is no need to apologize.” Hellen bowed lower. “I was happy to help.”

      Offering one last smile, Empress Hilda waved the woman off, causing Hellen to move beside the entrance and stand guard. There were two other people there as well. They were dressed in the armor of the Imperial Royal Guard instead of the Nevarian Spiritualists, making Hellen stand out.

      The woman who’d birthed Kari turned to me.

      “We meet again. I trust you have been well?” she asked.

      I nodded respectfully. “Yes, busy but good.”

      An expected beginning with an expected reply. As Empress Hilda gestured for me to take a seat, I realized we’d have to get the pleasantries out of the way first. That was one thing I didn’t like dealing with. Even when I was a Sect Leader in the Northern Plains, I never did pleasantries, but I was fortunate enough that Midgard, unlike Nevaria, didn’t have any form of royalty.

      I sat in the chair opposite of Empress Hilda and we spoke about inane matters. None of it was very important, but these were the unimportant pleasantries I had personally been dreading. Perhaps it was because I never grew up with this sort of pomp in my previous life, but it was very tiring. A young woman in a servant outfit brought us tea and snacks during our conversation.

      Smiling as if she knew how I was feeling, Empress Hilda finally got to the heart of the matter she called me for today. “Dante came to me the other day with several schematics for a number of interesting inventions.”

      “I assumed he would, though I’m surprised you decided to contact me so quickly,” I said.

      “Just consider this my way of letting you know how highly I think of your ideas.” Empress Hilda grabbed a pastry and nibbled on it. The action was very ladylike, very unlike her daughter, who could stuff a whole pastry in her mouth without flinching. “Those inventions you have could easily fix some of the problems I’ve had in coming up with suitable defensive formations in the event that Nevaria is ever invaded…”

      When Empress Hilda trailed off, I narrowed my eyes as I realized the problem. “But each of these are costly endeavors and you need to find a method of acquiring and allocating funds toward such an expenditure. Am I right?”

      “Yes.” Gracing me with an appraising look like I had passed a test, Empress Hilda picked up her cup of tea and quietly sipped it. She set the cup back down and traced the rim with a finger covered in white fabric. “We haven’t brought this to a craftsman yet, but I did have Rainer appraise your inventions and estimate how much it would cost. While we can easily afford to produce several smaller ballista, the larger ones will cost enough that we’ll only have the valis to make three or four every four months without running over our budget. Of course, the watchtowers are currently outside of our budget, which makes creating ballista rather pointless.”

      I knew absolutely nothing about matters like national budgets and the allocation of funds. Kari had dealt with that after we founded Brave Vesperia. I only knew a bit thanks to Kari’s lectures and tutoring, but most of my focus had been on training our members. Both of us had our strengths. Mine simply didn’t involve matters of money.

      The fact that she was telling me this meant Empress Hilda was likely testing me, trying to see whether or not I could create a suitable answer to solve the issue. I was pretty sure she already had one herself. In all likelihood, my answer would determine whether or not she believed she could trust me with more important matters later on.

      I couldn’t afford to get this wrong.

      “I’m sure cutting the funding from your other expenses like education is out of the question,” I replied, taking a sip of my tea. I paused. This was very good tea. I didn’t know what kind of tea it was, but the mild flavor did an admirable job of making me relax.

      “You are correct,” Empress Hilda allowed.

      “In which case, an expense like this would need to be one funded by private citizens as opposed to government taxes.” Dredging up old conversations with Kari on matters of budgeting and the like, I tried my best to answer her. “The other way to fund this would be to come up with our own means of income, such as what I’m doing with the partnership between me and the Alchemist Association.”

      “Now there is an idea I hadn’t considered.” Empress Hilda leaned back with a somewhat amazed expression. “Creating another means of income that doesn’t rely on taxes. Of course, I have thought of such things before, but I kept myself from acting on them because I was worried the Three Heavenly Families would feel like the Astralia Royal Family was intruding on their businesses. While I am the one who sets down all laws and policies within Nevaria, that doesn’t mean I can just step on the toes of families who are powerful enough to disrupt the peace.”

      “I understand your concern, but I do not think this would be a problem if you opened a new market that none of the noble families have touched yet,” I said.

      Pausing with a pastry halfway to her mouth, Empress Hilda glanced at me, the pastry, and then back in my direction. Another second passed. I could see the debate happening in her eyes. It was the one aspect of her that seemed so similar to Kari it was like looking in a mirror.

      A less busty mirror, but still a mirror.

      She eventually set the pastry back on her plate, clasped her long, elegant fingers together, and placed them on the table.

      “Please explain,” she demanded.

      Whetting my lips just a little, I proposed the idea I had gotten from living in Midgard. “What if you created a group whose job was taking on requests?”

      “Requests?” Empress Hilda’s brows furrowed the same way Kari’s did when she was confused. I guess they really were mother and daughter.

      I nodded. “For example, let’s say we create a sect whose job is to accept the requests of others in exchange for payment. Jobs can be anything from security detail, bodyguard duty, hunting for ingredients in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, or even traveling deep into unexplored ruins as a protection detail for survey teams. Payment will be offered upfront with the guarantee that if we cannot complete a mission, we’ll give the requester their money back.”

      “I see.”

      Empress Hilda raised a hand to her mouth and extended a delicate index finger, gently tapping her lips in thought. The action brought attention to her lush lips. All that did was make me want to tell her that Kari’s were more kissable… except that probably wasn’t the best thing to say to the mother of my future wife.

      “So we create something resembling a mercenary company,” she continued after a several-second pause. Her eyes flashed with intelligence. “However, this mercenary company would have the backing of myself, and therefore it would be more legitimate. This ‘sect’ would offer competitive rates for missions that further drive people to choose us over the mercenaries. This will be an extra source of income we can use to fund those ballistae and watchtowers of yours. At the same time, this will have the effect of putting those mercenary companies that disrupt the peace out of business.”

      I didn’t want to say all mercenaries were scum. Given how little I knew about the mercenary business in Nevaria, I really had no right to say that—and while sects in Midgard were legitimate, it wasn’t like they weren’t just glorified mercenary companies. What I proposed was the same concept. Legitimizing mercenary companies rather than ostracizing them.

      This would be different than the Nevarian Spiritualists, who were peacekeepers that protected the people, or the Imperial Royal Guard, whose job was the defend the crown and quell violence when the situation grew out of hand. They were paid on tax dollars. What I was proposing was different. However, it shouldn’t conflict with the duties of the two aforementioned groups—not any more than the mercenary companies already did, at any rate.

      The tea was beginning to get cold, so I made sure to drink the rest… but then the maid just poured me some more. I had almost forgotten about her. However, it seemed she’d been standing unobtrusively next to the quiet Hellen, whose eyes were gleaming with a curious light as I spoke with Empress Hilda.

      “Say I decided to create a… sect,” Empress Hilda began slowly, “would you be willing to run it?”

      “No,” I said.

      “That was an awfully quick response.”

      I grabbed a pastry and took a small bite. Like the tea, it was good. The sweet flavor of the fruit juice complimented the butteriness of the bread.

      “At this point in time, I am working on becoming stronger alongside Kari and Fay,” I said. “My goal is to reach a level of strength where I can become a pillar of support for Nevaria. I haven’t reached that level yet, and since I haven’t, I can’t afford to take control of a sect. That will only hinder me and slow down my training.”

      “Ho…” Tapping a single finger against the crystal table in a steady rhythm, Empress Hilda seemed amused by my reasoning. “And what level do you plan on reaching? How strong do you feel you need to become?”

      I gave her a smile that I was sure looked quite feral. “When I can defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast on my own, I’ll be at least halfway toward my goal.”
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      “Sis. Come on. Get up, Sis.”

      Feinrea groaned at the annoying voice of her younger brother. She wanted to ignore him, but she knew he wouldn’t leave until she was up, so she groggily opened her eyes, sat up in bed, and attempted to rub the sleep from her eyes. Her robes had slipped off somewhat, revealing some of her chest. This did not bother her brother. He rolled his eyes at her.

      “Cover yourself up, Sis. Gosh. Why are you such a slob?”

      “Mmm… just because your sister is a little messy doesn’t mean you can call her a slob,” Feinrea murmured as she fixed up her outfit.

      “Say that when you can make yourself presentable without my help,” her brother shot back.

      She eased her legs over the side of her small bed. It was more of a divan covered in beige leather. This divan was located in a side room connected to her office. The room did not contain anything more than the bed and a dresser, but this space served as her sleeping quarters. On that note, she did have a bedroom of her own, but she rarely used it because she almost always spent the entire night in her office.

      “Come on. You need to wash off,” her brother said. “I’ve brought you some soap and water. Just let me know when you are done.”

      “M’kay,” Feinrea muttered through another yawn.

      Her brother rolled his eyes once more before disappearing through the door and shutting it. She would have clicked her tongue at how cheeky her brother was acting, but she guessed it only made sense. The Alchemist Association was now a powerful force in Nevaria. If the Alchemist Association Head looked so slovenly, it would ruin their image.

      Good thing no one but her brother saw this side of her.

      Now alone, she stood up and stripped off her robes, set them on the bed, and wandered over to the bucket filled with soapy water. She knelt and reached her hand in. Grasping the rag inside, she pulled it out, wrung it until it was just damp, and set about cleaning her body.

      Cleaning was not too problematic, though she did have to pay careful attention to her armpits and underboobs. Because her breasts were so big, she often had to deal with underboob sweat, and her armpits usually stank because of how much work she did using her arms. As she was washing off, Feinrea grimaced when she felt the fine armpit hairs that had sprouted there.

      “I’ll need to shave...”

      While Feinrea cared little for appearance, she did care a lot about comfort. It was important to be comfortable while working. Underarm hair was coarse and rubbed against her arms in ways that left her feeling gross. At the same time, shaving them was such a hassle. She wished there was some invention she could use to permanently remove underarm hair.

      “Maybe I should create a hair removal pill...”

      With a deep sigh like she couldn’t be bothered, Feinrea finished cleaning off, shaved her armpits with a razor she found in her dresser, and put her clothes back on. She then emerged from her side office. Her brother was waiting for her by the desk. He’d already set up a mirror and had a comb in his hand.

      He was scowling.

      “Took you long enough. Come on. Sit down and let me at least try to make your hair presentable.”

      “Why are you so grumpy?” Feinrea asked as she sat down.

      “I’m grumpy because you’re so irresponsible. Our Alchemist Association is now an important part of Nevaria’s infrastructure. The Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard rely on our alchemy pills. We need to present a powerful and refined image. Yet here you are, the Head of the Alchemist Association, and you’re too damn lazy to do anything for yourself. Can you at least become a little more responsible please?”

      Her brother’s gripes were perfectly valid. Even Feinrea would admit that she did not present a very good image right now, but she also felt his words were out of line.

      “You really shouldn’t speak to me like that. I might be your sister, but like you said, I am the Head of the Alchemist Association.”

      “Then act like it.”

      Feinrea huffed but said nothing as her brother began brushing her hair. The comb glided smoothly through her long strands of vibrant orange-tinted hair with experienced ease. It felt nice. Feinrea would have closed her eyes and leaned back in bliss had her brother not complained at her not to move. She grumbled as he finished combing her hair, then styled it into a neat bun that would eventually turn into a mess by the end of the day.

      “There. All done.”

      Her brother stepped back as Feinrea looked into the mirror and saw the neat bun sitting on her head, the bangs framing her heart-shaped face, and blinked. She never wore makeup. Not only did she not know how to put makeup on, but the scent often got in the way of her alchemy, and if any extra substances fell into her ingredients while she was working, it could be disastrous. That said, she didn’t think she needed it.

      It wasn’t like she planned on ever getting married.
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      Once she was presentable, Feinrea exited her office and began making her rounds. As the Head of the Alchemist Association, part of her job was teaching new members how to refine pills, making sure they were refining pills correctly, and dealing with whatever paperwork was needed. The paperwork normally involved reading reports that dealt with their budget, income, and trade policies. It was, fortunately, quite easy to handle.

      Feinrea was currently walking around the pill-refining room. This was the room where members of the Alchemist Association refined the pills they would sell on the market. She watched with hawkish eyes as over one thousand individuals worked hard to refine the various pills they would sell, slowly walking between the aisles and checking to make sure no mistakes were being made.

      A few of the people she passed seemed to be sweating, which made her wonder if they were having trouble refining the pills. She had introduced the new Blood Clotting Pill that Eryk showed her how to refine recently. Maybe it was too hard? She asked, but the man who she questioned merely shook his head back and forth, his cheeks stained an intense shade of red.

      “N-not at all, Madame Feinrea! The pill is actually quite simple to refine once you get the hang of it! I promise!”

      “You are sure you’re not exerting yourself too much?” Feinrea asked. “You’re sweating and your face is bright red.”

      This just made the man’s face even redder, but he assured her through his stuttering that he was not having any trouble. Feinrea was left with no choice but to accept his words.

      She continued walking through the aisles of workstations, correcting a few people when they made a mistake, but mostly just watching them. Everyone seemed to have gotten the hang of refining by this point. There wasn’t much for her to do.

      Her brother soon arrived to replace her. Feinrea didn’t hesitate to rush back inside her office. She moved over to the desk, shoved the paperwork off, and set up her alchemist set. She had an advanced set with twice the amount of equipment the beginner’s set came with.

      She also brought out her latest leather-bound book, which she opened to her last entry. The writing inside was done in her own messy scrawl. Her brother often complained that her writing was illegible, but she could read it just fine.

      “Let’s see… I was working on… yes. The effects that devilish Venus flytrap essence has on one-hundred-year-old snapdragon petals.”

      Licking her somewhat dry lips, Feinrea went over to a drawer and began pulling out ingredients. The first was a jar that contained the individual petals of a snapdragon—a flower with petals shaped like the muzzle of a dragon. It was a vibrant red that glowed in low lighting. Several blue veins ran along the petal’s surface. The second ingredient was in another jar, but it was a slightly murky liquid. This was the devilish Venus flytrap essence. It was the essence of a devilish Venus flytrap that she had created by grinding it into a fine paste, diluting it with water, and letting the paste infuse with the water.

      At the moment, Feinrea was trying to determine the different effects combining these two ingredients possessed. Snapdragon petals were filled with the vitality of life and contained a fire element. Often, this meant they were explosive ingredients and highly volatile. She’d not yet found a use for them, but she knew there had to be something that could be created from this ingredient. On the other hand, devilish Venus flytrap essence contained a sturdy earth element and was something they had used in the creation of beauty care products—despite the dangerous-sounding name.

      She wondered what those ladies who used to buy their beauty products would say if they knew this dangerous-sounding plant was the key ingredient in their much-beloved makeup?

      They’d probably blow their top.

      There were many different processes used in alchemy. Ablution was the act of washing a solid with a liquid, usually water, but she had tried washing a snapdragon petal with the devilish Venus flytrap essence. That had not done anything. Sometimes, however, abluting something could activate the ingredients or even enhance their effects.

      The next act Feinrea tried was Bain Marie—in other words, a warm alchemical bath. Chemically, it was an action that could be called a double-boiler. What she did was suspend a container with a snapdragon petal inside of a simmering cauldron of devilish Venus flytrap essence. This type of alchemy action was used in the dissolution process, or the process of dissolving a solid into a liquid.

      Feinrea kept her eyes firmly glued on the flask as smoke began pouring from it. She furrowed her brow. Was this supposed to happen? Either way, she wrote down what was happening, but as she did, the smoke rose into the air and she realized the snapdragon petal had crumbled apart. She was just about to sigh in disappointment when she inhaled the snapdragon smoke and jolted upright.

      “What… was that?!”

      Hurrying to replicate this effect, Feinrea poured more devilish Venus flytrap essence into the cauldron, placed a new flask with another snapdragon petal inside, and then waited for smoke to begin rising from it before taking a deep breath. She felt revitalized the moment she did. It was like her mind had become more alert and her body filled with energy.

      This energizing effect was incredible. She quickly wrote down her new discovery in her leather-bound book. Then she repeated the Bain Marie process but with water instead of devilish Venus flytrap essence. She was not disappointed when the simmering water failed to make the snapdragon petal dissolve into smoke. If anything, she was excited.

      “So it seems devilish Venus flytrap essence can turn snapdragon petals into smoke through pyrolysis, but simple water cannot,” Feinrea said to herself as she jotted all this down.

      Pyrolysis was the thermal decomposition of materials at elevated temperatures in an inert atmosphere. It involved an irreversible change of chemical composition. The term was coined from the word pyro, which meant fire, and lysis, meaning to separate.

      There were several methods of performing pyrolysis: dry distillation, destruction distillation, caramelization, roasting, frying, toasting, grilling, charcoal burning, and cracking of heavier hydrocarbons into lighter ones, thermal depolymerization, hydrous pyrolysis, caramelization, catagenesis, and flash vacuum pyrolysis.

      Not all of these methods were useful in alchemy, which Feinrea knew because she had tried all of them. One of her leather-bound books was filled with nothing but the various pyrolysis methods she had tried.

      The types of ingredients gained from pyrolysis were often liquid or residue. Complete pyrolysis of organic matter usually left a solid residue that consisted of mostly elemental carbon, which could be used in the refinement of pills. She had actually begun experimenting with the use of elemental carbon in pill refinement, though she had yet to create anything that was sellable. Most of her creations were complete failures.

      She was certain it was only a matter of time.

      As she continued working, someone knocked on her door.

      “Sis, Lord Valstine is here to see you.”

      Her brother spoke with a strange tone, but it went ignored as Feinrea sighed in discontent. Lord Stelys Valstine was the Alchemist Association’s partner. It was the Valstine Family who distributed and sold her Alchemy Pills on the open market. One could even say it was thanks to them that their pills were selling so well. She could not very well ignore the man when he came to pay a visit, and she did like him well enough, she supposed.

      Still, she wished he would have picked a better time…

      “Send him in please,” she said at length.

      Feinrea made herself somewhat presentable as the door opened and Lord Valstine walked in. He paused a moment to look at her, walked the rest of the way in, and shut the door behind him.

      “It seems I came at a bad time,” he said after taking notice of all the alchemy equipment set on her desk. There was also the heavy smell in the air, which came from the snapdragon petals.

      Feinrea smiled, though even she recognized it was a little bland. “Not at all. Please, come in. I assume you are here for your monthly report?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Lord Valstine said as he made his way to the desk, eyes occasionally straying toward all of her equipment.

      Ignoring his wandering eyes, Feinrea turned around, opened the vault behind her, and pulled out several long sheets of rolled-up parchment. She presented this to Lord Valstine. He took it from her hand, unrolled it, and read the contents, which she explained as his eyes roved over the written report.

      “Thanks to the money we have coming in, we’ve been able to bring in more alchemists, which has caused our productivity to rise. This means we can now keep up with supply and demand. However, I do plan on bringing in even more people. Lord Eryk recently presented me with another recipe, and I assume he will give us even more in the future. You can probably expect to see a dramatic rise in your sales. However, we’ve learned from last time. I’d like to have enough people on hand before I begin letting them refine the new pills in mass for market sales.”

      While Feinrea would have much rather spent her entire day refining ingredients, she knew how important it was to keep abreast of everything that was happening within her Alchemist Association. She knew exactly how well they were doing at any given time, could list the exact number of alchemists working under her, and could even state how many of each pill they were currently refining daily.

      “It sounds like the Alchemist Association is doing quite well for itself,” Lord Valstine said with a pleasant sigh. “It really was a blessing when Eryk came to me all those months ago and proposed that my family work with you.”

      “Indeed. It has been a great benefit to us both,” Feinrea agreed, and she really meant it.

      The Alchemist Association had been on the verge of collapse before Eryk had come and offered a solution that solved this problem. Had he not arrived when he did, there might not have been an Alchemist Association anymore.

      “Speaking of great benefits, I heard Eryk has finally begun courting your daughter,” Feinrea said. “Congratulations.”

      “I’m surprised you know about that,” Lord Valstine said.

      Feinrea smiled and shrugged, causing her robes to loosen some. “I do not get out of the Alchemist Association very often, but that does not mean I don’t hear things. Many of the alchemists under my employ love to talk. It seems Eryk’s act of courting Fay, Kari, and some Lamia girl has become extremely popular gossip topic.”

      Of course, anything involving Eryk was a popular topic for conversation. He was the man who had raised up the Alchemist Association when it was near collapse, the man who crushed a noble in an Honor Duel, and the man who had won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. Now he was courting three women—one of whom wasn’t even human. It went without saying that he was a hot topic.

      “That is true,” Lord Valstine said with a strained smile.

      “Do you not approve?” asked Feinrea. “I assumed you would be happy with this arrangement.”

      “It is not that I am not happy per se...” Running a hand over his beard, the giant bear of a man grimaced ever so slightly. “I see nothing wrong with Eryk’s actions, such as they are, but I myself have never taken a second wife. Even after Stella passed away, I never married because I couldn’t imagine loving another woman. Yet here is this young man who is courting three of them at the same time, and one of them is my daughter. I am just wondering if Eryk can truly love Fay like he does Kari and be a proper husband to her.”

      Feinrea knew next to nothing about courting and marriage. Not only had she never dated someone before in her life, but she had never even contemplated marrying someone. Yet even she knew that a man did not court a woman—or women in this case—without the intention of marrying. This world did allow people to fool around. However, fooling around and courting were two completely different matters.

      Nobles also did not fool around like peasants were wont to do.

      “I do not believe you have anything to worry about,” Feinrea said at last. “Eryk is a very earnest young man. I do not believe he would court Fay if he did not believe he can love her like he does Lady Kari.”

      “Hmmm… I suppose you are correct,” Lord Valstine said.

      Feinrea could only smile humorlessly at Lord Valstine. Her father had never needed to worry about her entering a relationship with boys because she’d always been so into her alchemy that everything else seemed pointless. A relationship? Why would she want that when it would take time away from her pursuit of knowledge?

      Lord Valstine soon left, and Feinrea put their conversation out of her mind as she got back to her alchemy. Like always, she stayed up well into the night and only went to bed when her mind and body were too exhausted to continue.
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      “Sis. Come on, Sis. Wake up. It’s time you got to work.”

      It was early the morning after Lord Valstine came by to get his report, and Feinrea’s brother was once more making her wake up after a long night of laborious studying. She could only groan as she listened to her brother’s demands. While she wished she could sleep in like she used to when the Alchemist Association was in threat of shutting down, she understood that she could no longer afford to take such a lackadaisical approach to life.

      As she once more got ready for another day, Feinrea sent thanks to Eryk for coming when he did. Her Alchemist Association had been saved because of his actions. It was a debt she would not soon forget.
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      Hilda sat at the breakfast table with her husbands, eating a sumptuous meal provided by their chef. Today’s breakfast was open-faced sandwiches. Thick slices of crisp bread slathered with a layer of calcined butter sat on their plates. Sitting upon several trays were an assortment of cold cuts, smoked fish, cheese, soft-boiled eggs, and a variety of fruits for a side dish.

      Among her husbands, Dante was easily the most ravenous. His open-faced sandwich was filled to overflowing with several slices of meat, cheese, and smoked salmon. He was also on his third sandwich. Fortunately, he still ate with grace and proper table manners. Hilda was very glad she had managed to drill etiquette into the once boorish man.

      “Before I forget, have you had a chance to consider Eryk’s ideas at all?” Dante asked Empress Hilda.

      Breakfast was the most important meal of Hilda’s day. She often skipped lunch because she didn’t have time for it, so eating a hearty breakfast was essential for her to keep up her energy. That was why she, much like Dante, ate a lot more during breakfast than her other two husbands. She was already on her second sandwich. Like Dante’s, it was covered in a wide assortment of meat, cheese, and fish.

      “Of course, I have,” Hilda said as she brought the sandwich to her mouth and took a bite. She would have moaned in delight at the crunchy texture, but that would not have been very empress-like. She only spoke again after she finished swallowing her food. “His idea of building watchtowers with those… ballista, I believe they were called?”

      “Yes, ballista,” Rainer said with a nod.

      “It is a great idea,” Hilda continued. “If ever we found ourselves beset by flying Demon Beasts, those ballistae would prove to be a great deterring force. I think they are worth looking into.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming here,” Dante said.

      “But we currently lack the funds,” Hilda said with a bland smile in Dante’s direction.

      It was here that Rainer spoke up. He was sitting next to Valence on the other side of the table. Unlike her and Dante, he and Valence were not eating as much. Neither of them ate the same amount as her youngest husband.

      “But he did provide a means of acquiring more funds, didn’t he? I heard he suggested forming a… what did he call it?”

      “A sect,” Hilda supplied.

      “Yes. A sect.” Rainer nodded even as he picked up a sliced strawberry and popped it into his mouth. “The idea has merit. A sect sounds a lot like a mercenary company, and mercenaries are often hired by everyone from peasants and merchants to nobles for various tasks like guard duty, protection detail, and Demon Beast extermination. If we could found our own company of elite mercenaries and sell their services, it would be a great method of gaining a second income outside of taxes.”

      Hilda would certainly never deny the idea’s merit, but she was also aware of the other problem that came from creating a sect.

      “We have no one to run it,” she said.

      Dante and Rainer both hesitated at those words. They were the commander and vice-commander of the Nevarian Spiritualists. Meanwhile, Valence was both Hilda’s bodyguard and the commander of the Imperial Royal Guard. None of them could become the leader of a sect. What’s more, they did not have anyone under their command with the qualifications who they could let form a sect. Everyone with talent was already in use.

      “So you would need Eryk to run the sect,” Rainer mused.

      Hilda smiled blandly. “Except Eryk has no desire to run a sect right now. He is more interested in gaining personal strength.”

      A frown threatened to mar her face. Eryk’s desire for power seemed almost unnatural. It was like he was rushing to acquire as much power as he could as quickly as possible, almost like he was afraid of something. That was the impression she got. Beneath that calm and collected exterior he always showed, there was something that Eryk was absolutely terrified of.

      It bothered her that she did not know what that something was.

      “So we wait,” Dante said, at last, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms. “I’m sure he won’t be opposed to the idea once he’s reached the level of strength he believes he needs.”

      “That could take a while though,” Rainer objected.

      But Dante shook his head. “I don’t think it will take anywhere near as long as you think. That boy has incredible determination and has already gained a lot of strength in a short period of time. He’s already reached the Second State of Spiritualism, and I do not believe it will take much time before he reaches the Third State of Spiritualism. I suspect he’ll reach the Third State within a year or less.”

      “You have a lot of confidence in him,” Hilda noted.

      “Of course! That boy is going to become a member of our family soon. Why wouldn’t I have confidence in him?” asked Dante with a smile, as if the reason for his confidence was obvious.

      At the mention of Eryk becoming a member of their family, Valence slammed his fork onto the table with more force than he needed to. He’d been about to stab an apple slice, but he ended up breaking through the apple, the plate, and stabbing into the table. Dante and Rainer both blinked at Valence, who slowly removed the fork and continue eating like nothing happened.

      “What’s this?” Dante grinned, eyes shining like a child who’d just found a new toy to play with. “Is our dear eldest brother upset that a young man has managed to woo his daughter when he wasn’t looking?”

      “That isn’t it,” Valence finally spoke, voice colder than a frozen tundra.

      “Come on now. There’s no need for you to lie.” Dante snickered. “I’m aware of how… protective you secretly are of Little Kari. You might think we don’t know what you’ve been up to, but all of us are aware of how much you protect her.”

      Valence trembled. It was so slight anyone who didn’t know him would have missed it, but there was no way his wife and brothers wouldn’t see it.

      “Like how you followed her the first few days Kari began going to the Nadine Library,” Rainer added.

      Valence’s trembling increased.

      “Or the times when Kari used to play outside of Nevaria’s walls with Fay and you followed her for an entire month before Hilda put a stop to it,” Dante added.

      Valence’s normally stone-like face… turned red.

      “Didn’t Hilda also put a stop to you following Kari to the library?” asked Rainer.

      “She did,” Dante said with a nod. “I think we can consider ourselves lucky. If he’d continued to follow Kari, she might not have had a chance to grow closer to Eryk.”

      “That is quite enough,” Valence said with more force than usual. “I was only doing what any father would.”

      “So he says, but I don’t know many fathers who stalk their daughters,” Dante said with a grin like he’d just won the grand prize at a lottery stall. Valence’s cheeks were now bright red along with his ears.

      Hilda could have stopped her two husbands from teasing Valence, but she chose not to. Her first husband was very upright and proper. Too upright and proper. Rainer and, especially, Dante were good for Valence because they kept him from becoming too stiff.

      Besides, Valence was cute when he blushed.
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      Hilda’s first task after breakfast was to sit in her receiving room and accept patrons—both commoner and noble alike—who came to her with complaints, reports, or requests. It was her duty as empress to hear everyone out and decide on a course of action that would benefit the most people. Of course, this sometimes meant not everyone was satisfied with her decisions, but that was the price one paid for being a ruler.

      There was simply no way to please every person.

      “The Eieran Family has recently been encroaching into mercantile territory belonging to my Viker Family. For many generations, my family has been in charge of the distribution and sales of fabrics like wool and silk, but the Eieran Family has recently opened several shops selling the same products. It’s stealing all my customers. I believe something must be done to curb the Eieran Family’s influence.”

      An older-looking gentleman stood before Hilda as she sat on her throne. His blond hair streaked with gray caused it to look like ash. He had eyes that were light blue to the point where they looked like steel, a distinguished face, and a trim beard that lent him the atmosphere of an experienced politician. Alexia Viker was the current head of the Viker Family. They were an older noble family, but they had never risen to power and only managed to maintain power due to the hold they had on the wool and silk industry.

      “So you are saying the Eieran Family has somehow managed to acquire enough wool and silk to sell, and they have lowered the price of it, which is driving more customers to them instead of you?” Hilda asked for clarification.

      “That is correct,” Alexia said.

      “Can you not lower the price to match or beat theirs?”

      “If we did that, we would not even make a profit. We would lose money. I suspect the Eieran Family is currently taking a loss, but they believe if they hold out long enough, my Viker Family will eventually lose its place within the industry. Once that happens, they can raise the price.”

      Alexia’s explanation made sense, and unfortunately, the Eieran Family had the money necessary to outlast the Viker Family. As a family that focused more on business ventures and turning a profit than martial prowess, they were easily the wealthiest among the Three Heavenly Families. They could easily outlast a middle-class noble family like the Vikers.

      “I will speak with Alexander Eieran,” Empress Hilda said at last. “I believe healthy competition is good, but if he’s doing this out of malicious intent or to corner a new market, then his ambition will need to be curtailed.”

      Hilda understood that competition was necessary for growth. One could not grow if they did not have someone or something to compete against, to push them to improve themselves, but there was a difference between competing and curb-stomping. The Eieran Family had more power than most families because of their wealth. If Alexander Eieran was trying to take control over a market he didn’t have his hands in, then it was Hilda’s job to curtail his ambitions so he wouldn’t disrupt the peace in Nevaria.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Alexia bowed his head.

      It was a bit odd to have Alexia bow before her even now. Despite the appearance to the contrary, the two of them were actually peers. Hilda and Alexia were of similar age and competed during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament many decades ago. Alexia had lost horribly because Hilda had already reached the Third State of Spiritualism by then.

      Hilda’s young appearance was, in fact, due to her prowess as a Spiritualist. Those who reached the Third State of Spiritualism had their life extended and remained younger longer. She looked more like Kari’s older sister than her mother for that very reason. Hilda had reached the Third State of Spiritualism when she was just twenty years old, which meant even now she only looked like a woman in her early twenties as opposed to a woman pushing on fifty.

      Alexia left, and Hilda allowed herself just a moment to relax as she waited for the next person to appear before her.

      “Now announcing Lord Hagen Leucht here to see Her Majesty, Empress Hilda!” one of the guards at the door called.

      Hilda was instantly put on guard. Behind her, the sound of metal clicking together echoed as Valence shifted. She couldn’t see him, but she could imagine how he’d placed a hand on the hilt of his sword.

      A man who looked to be in his early forties strode into the room, dressed in resplendent but understated clothes. The doublet and jacket he wore were a dark color that made his appearance seem muted. Hilda was not fooled by his appearance, however. Hagen Leucht was the same age as her grandfather.

      His youthful appearance did not bode well for her.

      “Lord Leucht,” Hilda stated in a voice that was imperious and appeared unconcerned. “You have never been one to visit me without reason. What manner of trouble ails you that you have come to see me this day?”

      “Empress Hilda.” Hagen stopped just before the stairs leading to her throne, took a knee, and bowed his head like a proper subject. “I come bearing concerning news. It seems my son has gone missing. I’ve searched for him all across Nevaria and not found a single trace as to where he might be.”

      “So I see.” Hilda narrowed her eyes. “This is indeed troubling. Grant Leucht is a strong Spiritualist. His disappearance is concerning.” She paused. “I am guessing he has not traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range recently?”

      Hagen shook his head. “Not since before the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.”

      “Hmmm.” Hilda pretended to think, idly stroking the soft upholstery of her armrest. “I understand. I shall request the Nevarian Spiritualists to help search for your missing son.”

      “Please do not trouble yourself so, Your Majesty,” Hagen said, raising his head to look her in the eyes. “I actually plan on searching for him with my family’s resources. However, I know that mobilizing my own forces could cause alarm, so I wished to inform you before doing so.”

      So that was his game. Hilda understood that he was not mobilizing his forces to search for his son but likely to get revenge on Eryk for his son’s death. There was no way a man like Hagen Leucht wouldn’t know about what happened.

      Unfortunately, Hilda’s hands were tied. She could not tell him not to mobilize his forces without reason. What’s more, if she were to oppose him on this, it would bring suspicion upon her family, which could disrupt the peace of Nevaria. The Leucht Family did not have the Eieran Family’s wealth or the Kriger Family’s martial prowess, but they did have many connections to Nevaria’s underworld. Many of the mercenary companies were under their employ.

      That was another reason she wanted Eryk to head a sect. He would be able to curtail the Leucht Family’s influence to some degree.

      “I understand. You may do as you wish,” Hilda said at last.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      Hagen’s mask remained carefully in place as he stood back up, offered one more bow, and strode out of the room. Hilda watched him, resisting the urge to bite her lip. She hoped Eryk would be careful from now on.
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      Hilda kept her eyes closed as she sat in her large bath. The imperial bath was a massive and majestic thing. It looked more like a swimming pool than a bath. Columns lined the interior near the bath’s edge, stairs led down into it, and water sprouted from fountains in the wall. The water was recycled through a series of small aqueducts.

      Heat rose from the bathwater all around her, causing steam to drift through the air, stick to her skin, and form droplets that trailed down her flesh. She didn’t know how long she’d been in there. It could have been minutes or even hours. Now that her tasks for the day were all finished, Hilda felt an incredible urge to just relax.

      Today had been trying.

      When Hilda took the position of empress by beating the emperor in single combat, she had not imagined what kind of troubles such a position held. She’d been nothing but a naive young girl pushing herself forward with nothing but ideals. However, ideals could not rule a nation, a fact that she had learned very quickly.

      While Hilda might not look a day past twenty-five, she often felt far older. Most days it felt like she was constantly fighting against the noble families to grant more concessions to commoners. Creating a school system for commoners to learn writing, mathematics, and history had taken nearly ten years to accomplish. It had only been within the last five years that public schools became a common sight. Similarly, allowing commoners who showed an aptitude for Spiritualism to enter the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy had taken twelve years of fighting.

      While she had managed to push some of her most important reforms through, there were just as many or even more that she’d been forced to give up on. Hilda had learned that being empress did not give her full authority to do what she wanted like she’d first assumed. It had been naive of her to think becoming the empress would let her accomplish all her goals.

      “Mmm… but perhaps Eryk can do what I cannot,” she murmured.

      Eryk Veiger was an anomaly. His strength was ridiculous. Even Hilda had not been that strong when she was his age.

      Strength was cherished in Nevaria. Those who had strength possessed the right to do what they pleased. The reason noble families were able to do whatever they wanted was that they had more than just individual strength, but the strength of an entire family behind them, and that was also why Hilda could not always interfere in ways she wanted. She could not go up against an entire family, never mind a family that had formed alliances with other powerful families.

      “Hey, dear. You still in there?” asked a familiar voice.

      “I am here,” Hilda said.

      “Oh, good. We’re coming in.”

      She opened her eyes as three men walked into the bath clad in nothing but towels. Hilda might have been an empress and kept a cold, unfeeling personality when dealing with people, but she was still a woman with all the feelings and desires of one. Seeing her three husbands nearly naked caused heat to permeate her chest and crotch.

      Among her husbands, Valence was both the oldest and the fittest. His chest was thick, the skin stretched across taut his muscles like it could barely contain them. He had a powerful V-cut that made him seem indomitable. His thighs and calves were likewise thick and bulging with well-defined muscles. His chest, arms, and legs were all covered in a fine layer of hair.

      Rainer and Dante had similar figures. Both were relatively lithe, but that did not mean they lacked power. The chiseled muscles of their stomachs were drool-worthy. Hilda had spent many hours licking those stomachs both in and out of the bed.

      “I heard you had a trying day today,” Rainer said as he climbed into the bath and sat on her right. Valence took her left. On the other hand, Dante began swimming. The imperial bath was quite deep in the center, so it was perfectly possible for someone to swim around.

      Hilda sighed. “No more trying than usual, though I did have a rather unpleasant meeting with Hagen Leucht.”

      Rainer nodded, a serious expression on her face. “Dealing with him can indeed be unpleasant.”

      They did not mention anything more about Hagen or politics. There was a certain etiquette to bathing. The bath was meant to be a place not only where people cleaned themselves, but also where they relaxed. Politics should be left at the door.

      “It sounds to me like our dear wife could do with a massage,” Dante said as he swam over to them, a boyish smile on his face.

      Rainer also smiled. “I do believe you are right.”

      “Move forward please,” Valence added.

      Hilda scooted forward as Valence shifted until he was sitting behind her and she between his legs. He placed his hands on her shoulders and squeezed, applying a gentle pressure that hurt a little at first before, like magic, the tension in her shoulders eased.

      “Ooooh.”

      Hilda did not bother stopping her moan as the tension in her shoulders began disappearing, as the knots from today’s accumulated stress were undone by Valence’s masculine hands.

      Valence soon left her shoulders and moved to her shoulder blades, using his thumbs to apply pressure against the muscles there, slowly working the knots out like an expert masseuse. She imagined most people would be surprised by how gentle and precise he was. Valence did not look like a man who knew how to be delicate. His masculine appearance contrasted greatly with his sensitivities.

      It was not just Valence who began massaging her. Dante grabbed her legs as he knelt in the shallow part of the bath, set them on his thighs, and grabbed her foot. Hilda nearly squealed when he applied pressure to the soles of her left foot. Her toes spasmed from the sensations surging through her. She not only spent a lot of time sitting, but she also spent a lot of time on her feet for the second half of her day, which meant they were always sore and sensitive.

      “You have such cute toes, dear. They’re so small and dainty,” Dante said with a grin.

      “Hmmm! Haaaa!” Hilda did not say anything, could not say anything.

      The last among them, Rainer, had taken one of her arms and was slowly working into the muscles of her bicep. She could practically feel her body melting. Her arm was being turned into jelly by his technique.

      “Hyk! Dante… you… ahhh!”

      Hilda could not hold back her loud moan when Dante stuck her big toe into his mouth and sucked on it. Her toes were not super sensitive. It was more that the act of a strong man like him taking her toe into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it, and drenching it in his saliva turned her on. Were she not in the bath, her leaking juices would have stained her legs.

      “Ha… hyrk… hrnnnn!”

      If Dante was the only one pleasuring her, she might have been able to still hold some basic conversation, but Valence had finished massaging her lower back. His hands had slipped around to her front and down between her thighs. She felt his fingers brush against the soft blonde hair of her snatch, then dip lower. Her breathing picked up when he spread her pussy apart. It became downright chaotic when his skilled fingers found her clit and pinched it.

      Hilda had no defense against his actions. Her body shook as her first orgasm of the day washed over her. Pleasure filled every fiber of her body. It felt like her mind had blanked out, and when she came to, she was leaning against Valence as he slowly slid his cock along her pussy lips from behind. She looked down and saw his thick dick wedged between her lips.

      The sight filled her with desire.

      “My Empress,” Valence whispered in her ear, and unlike his normal cold voice, this whisper was filled with warmth and desire. “May I have the honor of shoving my thick cock into your needy pussy?”

      “Yes...” Hilda breathed. “Yes. Fill my wanton pussy with your hard dick.”

      “Awww. Looks like Valence got to her first,” Dante complained, though he was still grinning.

      “It’s my duty as her first husband to please her before you,” Valence said with a straight face even as he ground his dick against her.

      “So says you,” Dante shot back.

      “So says me,” Valence agreed.

      Hilda would have told them to stop fooling around and just fuck her, but then, Valence pushed his dick against her entrance and slid inside of her. She let out a low moan as he filled her up. He was the thickest among her husbands, the one with the most girth if not length. It felt like her walls were being stretched to their limits to contain him.

      “Fuck me,” Hilda commanded.

      “As you command,” Valence said.

      Valence did not start off slow. She had not asked him to make love to her but to fuck her. Right now, what Hilda felt she needed the most was stress relief from a trying day. He pounded her pussy from behind, using the strength of his thighs to hit her in all the right ways. It wasn’t long before Hilda felt her second orgasm of the day. It was just as powerful as the first one.

      “Hmm. It seems our wife is getting tired,” Dante said with a shit-eating grin.

      “I propose we take this to our bedroom,” Rainer added.

      Valence said nothing, but he slipped his dick from Hilda’s pussy, which would have caused her to whine in complaint had he not taken her into his arms and stood up.

      “Guess Valence is down with the idea,” Dante said with a snicker.

      “Let’s move quickly,” Rainer said. “We don’t want to be caught by the servants.”

      The four of them slipped out of the bathroom, not even bothering to put on clothes as they crept down the halls. Had any servant seen them, Hilda was sure they would have been appalled. The empress and her husbands were wandering naked and wet down the hallway. The very thought of how, at any second, a servant could come by and see them made Hilda aroused.

      Dante was in the lead. He peered around corners like an assassin on a mission, though that impression was ruined by his mischievous grin. He would gesture to them with his hand to either follow him or wait. She could tell he was having a lot of fun.

      Finally, they made it to their bedroom.

      Valence gently set Hilda on the bed, and Dante eagerly crawled between her legs, leaned down, and kissed her. She returned his passionate kiss with one of her own. Her desire and need skyrocketed. Dante was not the most skilled at sex—that honor belonged to Rainer, who could drive her wild with his technique—but he was the best kisser among them.

      “How shall we do this, dear?” he asked.

      “Slow. Gentle,” Hilda moaned as Dante rubbed and pinched her hardened nipples.

      “Slow and gentle it is.”

      As her youngest husband slipped inside her and began thrusting his hips, she wrapped her legs around him and kissed him passionately, uncaring that saliva was dripping down her cheeks as she rode out the sensations inundating her body. She let herself be swept away by passion and pleasure.
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      Hilda opened her eyes as the morning sun peeked in through the window. Sitting up in bed, she stretched her arms above her head, working out the kinks in her muscles. As she brought her hands back down, she looked at her three husbands. They were still sleeping soundly. Valence was resting on his back, Rainer was sleeping on his stomach, and Dante had his arms wrapped around her waist as he rested his head on her lap.

      She smiled, leaned back against her pillows, and stroked Dante’s silver hair.

      Being empress was sometimes a thankless job, but her husbands made every hardship worth it.
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      “Sniff sniff. Sniff sniff sniff.”

      Lin awoke to the delectable scent of sizzling meat. It was such a delicious smell that she rose out of bed—Darling’s bed—and slithered her way half-asleep into the kitchen.

      All Lamia had a special organ on the roof of their mouth that dealt with their sense of smell. Of course, they also had their nose, which acted and worked much like a human’s nose, but it was not nearly as strong as the organ in their mouth, which was why she extended her tongue to taste the scent. It smelled like… beef. It was definitely some kind of bovine creature that was being cooked.

      What an amazing scent.

      Her mouth was watering just by smelling it.

      She found Darling standing in front of the stove upon entering the kitchen, all of his attention seemingly focused on cooking the meat over the stovetop. A large stack of meat already sat on a massive plate. It looked like he was cooking a lot this morning—and she knew it was all for her since Darling did not eat meat in the morning.

      Lin found herself salivating at the glorious sight.

      “Morning, Lin,” he said without looking away from his work. “Breakfast will be ready in just a bit, so why don’t you sit down at the table?”

      “Mmm. This princess will sit down, but first… she wants a good morning kiss,” Lin said without shame.

      She leaned in and puckered her lips, not knowing whether he would indulge her. He had been a lot more affectionate since their return from the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Even so, she thought she always sensed some reluctance in his actions, like he wanted to be affectionate but wasn’t sure if it was appropriate.

      That was why Lin acted more forward.

      She wanted to push his boundaries.

      She wanted to know just where she stood.

      Perhaps that explained why she was so surprised when Darling turned his head and placed a soft kiss on her lips. Her body jolted and her eyes went wide. She pulled back in surprise, staring at Darling like she’d been slapped in the face.

      “Is something wrong?” Darling asked, tilting his head like he was confused. Gosh, he was adorable. And this man wondered why she’d chosen him to be her husband.

      “Wha—no. Nothing is wrong. Ah ha ha ha! Why would anything be wrong?! A-anyway, this princess is going to sit down now!”

      Lin tried to laugh off what just happened, but she could not still her racing heart, even as she beat a hasty retreat into the living room, where she sat down at the table. She pressed a hand to her chest. It felt like her heart was trying to smash its way out of her ribcage. At the same time, her cheeks felt very warm—hot even. Lamia were cold-blooded, so the fact that she was blushing was significant in and of itself.

      Darling came into the living room several minutes later and placed a large plate of stacked meat on the table before her. Lin forgot all about her embarrassment as she stared at her meal. It was a sumptuous feast for her eyes, and the smell really did make her mouth water. Her belly rumbled just looking at it. She wanted to eat.

      However, there was one thing she needed before she could eat.

      She looked at Darling. He smiled at her and gestured toward the food.

      “Go ahead and eat. There’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

      “Thank you, Darling!”

      Lin didn’t hesitate after that, grabbing a large slice of the meat, cooked just enough that it wasn’t raw but still bleeding, and shoving it into her mouth. She almost forgot to chew as she swallowed the food. Darling gave her an indulgent smile as he ate his food—oatmeal with berries—at a much slower pace.

      “What are your plans today? You’re still studying at the library, right? How far have you gotten with our language?” asked Eryk.

      Because her mouth was stuffed full of meat, she couldn’t speak right away. Darling always complained about how she should not speak with her mouth full. She chewed, swallowed, and answered only after she was sure she wouldn’t choke.

      “This princess has memorized most of the syllables. Right now she is learning about the I- and T-forms of your written language,” Lin said.

      “That’s great! You’re learning our language really quickly. I’m very impressed.”

      “Teeheehee.”

      Lin felt pride swell within her chest as Darling complimented her. She didn’t know why compliments from him made her feel so good. She’d received plenty of compliments from Mama and various Lamia when she lived in the Endless Desert, but there was something about Darling complimenting her that made her feel really good. She wanted him to compliment her even more.

      “This princess is sure she will finish learning the I- and T-forms soon!”

      “I’ll be looking forward to it. Would you like me to quiz you when we get home?”

      “Yes, please!”

      Breakfast was soon finished, Lin helped Darling clean up, and then the two of them were leaving their love nest.

      It was a beautiful day outside. The clear sky was a vibrant blue, the air was nice and mild, and the traffic was bustling but not congested.

      Lin traveled hand in hand with Darling, staring at all the people they passed. Many people were still wary of her. They looked at her like she might eat them when they walked by, giving her a wide berth, but there were just as many who didn’t look frightened anymore. Men, in particular, stared at her more often these days. She didn’t know what that was about, but she was happy so long as people stopped fearing her.

      She didn’t like those looks of fear directed her way.

      Darling walked with her all the way to the Nadine Library, held the door open for her, and even grabbed her writing utensils and leather-bound book as she found a seat near the back. He came back and set everything up for her. She loved how thoughtful he was, how he did things for her without even being asked.

      “I’ll be back when I’m done with my work today,” Darling said as he leaned in and kissed her for the second time that day. His lips were soft, warm, and slightly wet. She loved the feel of them and wished to hold the kiss for a little longer, though she did not complain when he retreated.

      Lin watched him leave in a slight daze. Darling was being a lot more affectionate now than he had been before. She felt gratitude toward Big Sister because she was certain he acted this way now because of her. Big Sister was the person Darling listened to the most. She didn’t know why this was, but Lin had never been one to sweat the small stuff.

      Once Darling was gone, Lin opened her jar of ink, flipped open her book, and began flipping through the pages. This notebook contained all the notes she had so far on lessons involving word forms. Most of it dealt with conjugating verbs and the use of particles.

      Humanity’s written language had two forms of writing: I-form and T-form. I-form presented all writing in present tense, while T-form wrote everything in past tense. Depending on what form she was writing in would depend on how she wrote a sentence. A good example was the sentence “Lin wants to eat” which was written in present tense and therefore used the I-form versus “Lin wanted to eat” which was past tense and was written using T-form.

      Lin did not know why this writing had two different forms, which seemed useless and overly complicated, but she understood that complaining about it would avail her nothing. She was determined to master this language and impress Darling. Then he would compliment her on a job well done, she would demand a reward, and they would make babies.

      “Eh heheheh...”

      Lin giggled to herself as she quickly went to work, absently wiping away the drool at the corner of her lip as she dispelled thoughts of baby-making.

      More people streamed into the library as she continued to work. Lin ignored the chatter as she focused all her effort on learning how to write.

      “Good afternoon, Lin.”

      Well, she did until he came along.

      His name was Marko Kriger, a member of the Kriger Family, which Big Sister informed her was a very big family. They were considered one of the Three Heavenly Families. According to Big Sister, the Kriger Family was the most martial-oriented, meaning they were a family of incredibly powerful Spiritualists.

      In other words, he wasn’t someone she could afford to offend.

      But she really wanted to.

      “Good afternoon,” Lin mumbled with a strained smile, not that he seemed to notice.

      Marko gave her a blindingly brilliant smile. “I hope you slept well last night. How are your studies going? Would you like my help?”

      Lin almost sighed as Marko offered to help her study for the nth time. She’d actually lost track of how many times he had done this, but she had rejected him every time he asked her this question. She wondered why he continued to bother when her answer would be the same every time.

      “Thank you, but no. This princess would like to learn on her own.”

      This was not completely true, as she would gladly receive help if Big Sister or Fay offered, but she did not want this man helping her. She already understood his intentions were not pure. She was a little shocked that there was someone out there aside from Darling who found her attractive despite having the lower body of a snake, but that was what made it so hard to deal with him. Even if she didn’t want his affection or attention, it was hard to deny that being desired instead of scorned and feared felt pleasant.

      “I understand.” Marko sat down beside her, mindful of the distance between them, and continued to chatter. “You strike me as a very determined and independent woman. I can appreciate that. But, you know, I don’t believe you should reject someone’s help when they offer it. The written word is an art form, after all. Wouldn’t it be faster and more efficient if you had the help of someone who has already mastered writing?”

      “Maybe, but this princess would still like to do it herself,” Lin said, trying to be polite.

      It didn’t work.

      Marko continued to talk.

      The odd thing about Marko was that no matter how many times she rejected him, he just kept coming back—no, it was more like he didn’t even realize he’d been rejected. He continued to talk heedless of how many times she told him she wasn’t interested. Even now, he was lecturing her on the written language like she hadn’t just told him “no” to his face.

      On that note, he was speaking of syllables, which she was already close to mastering anyway.

      He didn’t always ask if she wanted help. Sometimes he would talk about his training. Other times he would talk about his journeys into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Marko never seemed to run out of topics to discuss with her. Lin never spoke when he talked and just let him continue jabbering. She wished he would stop, but it was better to let him talk about whatever he wanted than ask her questions she couldn’t or wouldn’t answer.

      Time passed like that until Darling returned to the library. He shouldered his way past the crowd of people, arrived at her table, and greeted her with another kiss—her third that day.

      “Hey, Lin. Ready to head home?” he asked.

      “This princess is ready.”

      Lin quickly closed her book, recapped her ink jar, and cleaned off her quill. Darling helped her by putting the book on language away and stashing her leather-bound book behind the counter. While there, he spoke with the manager lady, Ms. Nadine. Judging by the sharp look on her face, she was saying something sarcastic, but he was grinning at her as he replied before he came back to Lin.

      “Thank you for keeping her company, Marko.” Darling gave Marko an insincere smile as he possessively grabbed Lin’s hand. “Let’s go, Lin.”

      “Yes, Darling.”

      Lin felt a thrill rush through her body as Darling led her out of the library. This possessiveness was exactly what she wanted from him. She wanted him to declare to everyone that Lin was his and nobody else could lay a hand on her. It made her feel wanted, desired.

      She wanted him so bad.

      If it wasn’t for the promise she’d made with Big Sister, Lin would have already tried to mate with him, but it was too bad she had promised Big Sister that she wouldn’t mate with Darling until Big Sister did first. There was apparently a rule for these things. A hierarchy. Big Sister was at the top, while she and Fay were directly beneath her. Lin didn’t really understand, but she knew it meant Big Sister made the rules and they—she and Fay—needed to follow them.

      Darling bought some more meat from a market vendor. It was already cooked and lightly seasoned with salt and pepper. They took the food home, ate a sumptuous meal, and then got ready for bed.

      Darling had a daily ritual that he performed every night before bed, which included washing his face and body with a wet cloth, and then cleaning his teeth. Lin had begun to mimic him. She was just growing accustomed to doing things that humans did, or at least things that Darling did.

      “You coming, Lin?” Darling asked after he finished brushing his teeth.

      Humans brushed their teeth using brushes with rough bristles made from very fine Demon Beast hair. They used a paste made from ground sage and salt crystals, which they applied to the bristles. It apparently cleaned a person’s mouth and made their breath smell good. She didn’t know how well it cleaned a mouth, but she certainly couldn’t deny that Darling’s breath smelled fresher after he brushed his teeth.

      His kisses tasted fresher in the morning and at night.

      “Wud?” asked Lin, her own toothbrush stuck in her mouth. She didn’t really think she needed to brush her teeth, but she was trying to adapt to human society in every way possible.

      “To bed. You coming?” Darling asked.

      “Ah? You mean… this princess can sleep with you?” asked Lin after taking the toothbrush out of her mouth.

      “Do you not want to?”

      “Of course, this princess wants to! H-hold on! Let this princess finish brushing her teeth first!”

      Lin quickly brushed her teeth, gurgled some water like she’d seen Darling do, spat it out, and then hurried after him. Darling pulled back the covers of his bed. It was the big bed that he had originally bought for her. Lin guessed he had decided to sleep there now because Lin never used it. She always slept with him anyway.

      However, this was the first time he had offered to let her sleep in his bed without a fight.

      As Darling lay down, Lin slithered into bed with him. She cuddled up to his warm body, snuggling close, burying her nose in his chest, and breathing in his scent. This was perfect. Without even meaning to, Lin curled her tail around his legs and waist. She wanted to capture more of his warmth.

      “Good night, Lin,” Darling said.

      “Good night, Darling.”

      Like that, Lin drifted off to sleep, completely at peace with everything around her.
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      I wasn’t sure how much time had passed before we were summoned again, but I believed a few days had gone by. While the damage done to this underground city was minimal, there had still been a need for repairs, especially on the entrance door. What’s more, there were quite a few who had died and needed to be given a ceremonial send-off.

      These Dweorg seemed to have a custom of creating metal caskets for the deceased and dropping them into the boiling lava of the lake below. Since we had taken part in the battle, Hreidmar had invited us to witness the ceremony. Samraek had been one of the deceased, which we found out after the battle, so Kari and I felt obligated to witness it.

      The ceremony took place on a platform on the highest floor of Jordiskger, the city within the mountain we found ourselves in. Several caskets were lined up near the edge of the walkway. They stood upright as opposed to lying lengthwise. Dressed in ceremonial golden armor, Hreidmar stood before the caskets, a large war hammer even bigger than his body gripped in one hand and a mug in the other.

      “These be the brave warriors who risked their lives te fighting te good fight,” Hreidmar exclaimed to those gathered. There was quite the crowd. Myself, Kari, Tungsten, and Erica were in the back of what appeared to be several thousand Dweorgs. As I watched the group, Hreidmar continued. “Be not sad that these brave souls have disappeared from our realm. Be glad that they are now with their forefathers. They lived as warriors and died as warriors should.”

      “AYE!” a massive rumbling shook the floor as all the Dweorgs present shouted in unison.

      “Now! We drink te the fallen!”

      Hreidmar raised the mug in his hand and guzzled down the sloshing liquid inside. The other Dweorgs also raised their mugs and began drinking. Kari and I looked at each other, down at the mugs, and then, with a shrug, we also imbibed the frothing alcohol. The pleasant burn of the liquid running down my throat and settling into my stomach was nice, but I wondered if it was okay to drink like this when performing a ceremony to honor the dead.

      It seemed the Dweorg had different ideas when it came to burials and how to honor their deceased.

      After everyone had finished drinking, Hreidmar shattered the mug in his hand and raised his war hammer high over his head. Then, one by one, he slammed the hammer into the caskets, which were launched clear into the air before descending deep into the lake of bubbling lava below.

      That seemed to be the end of the ceremony. The Dweorgs began dispersing. I looked at my companions, as if asking them what we should do now, but none of them seemed to know either. However, Hreidmar, who was handing his war hammer off to a Dweorg who’d been standing beside him, gestured for us to come over.

      “I think it’s time we spoke about what te do from ‘ere on out,” he said to us.

      “Yes,” Erica began, “that is certainly something we should talk about.”

      We were led back to Hreidmar’s throne room, where the Dweorg king sat on the golden throne. His battleaxe, which I guessed was used for battle as opposed to the ceremonial war hammer, was still leaning where it had been against the throne. Since there were no places to sit, the four of us made do with standing.

      “My people have been forced into hiding fer hundreds of years,” Hreidmar began in a tone so solemn I would never have associated it with a man who’d just finished smacking caskets into a lava pit with a war hammer. “Ever since our Great Overlord sacrificed himself fer us, we have had no choice but te flee as our cities were taken one by one. We’ve done what we could te stave off destruction, but I believe the time of my kind may be coming te an end.”

      None of us were certain what to say, so we said nothing.

      “Ye might be shocked te know that this realm o’ ours did not always look as it does now,” Hreidmar continued. “It used to be a vibrant realm with plenty o’ resources that we Dweorg took fer granted. The bloody sky, the barren grounds… all that came about after the Sekbeist invaded our realm. They used up the realm’s resources without considerin’ the cost. This realm won’t be able te sustain life fer much longer.”

      “I don’t believe you are saying this because you intend on giving up,” Tungsten said.

      “Hmm…” Stroking his beard, Hreidmar looked to be considering his words. “I have not given up on my people, but I am giving up on this realm. I believe it is time we abandoned it.”

      The words didn’t shock me like I felt they should have. Given what I had seen, Hreidmar was right. This realm was done for. I was honestly surprised it could even sustain life right now.

      “Then what do you plan to do?” I asked. “If you are giving up on this realm, then it means you hope to take your people to another realm, correct?” I narrowed my eyes. “Our realm?”

      “That is right.” Hreidmar acknowledged my words with a nod. “I am hoping te take my people te Miðgarðr.” He raised a hand as if to forestall any arguments. “Our kind do not require much in the way of resources, and we have much te offer yer people. Our craftsmen are far more capable than any among the other Eight Great Races. We were the ones who built those Warp Gates that allow fer travel between worlds. If yer people can provide us with a suitable location te live, preferably an active volcano, we can help craft weapons and armor fer ye. Ye’ll be needin’ those if ye want te battle the Sekbeists.”

      It wasn’t a bad proposition from what I could see, and these Dweorgs were indeed a talented race of craftsmen. Also, and maybe my thoughts were wrong, it wasn’t like anyone could deny them a place to live in our realm. We didn’t have a monarch who granted land. The Northern Plains were ruled by sects. These Dweorgs could even form their own sect once they arrived if they wanted.

      “We certainly do not mind letting your people live in our realm,” Kari was the one who spoke now. She stepped forward, the look of a diplomat or perhaps even a queen about her. “In fact, I’m sure no one would object to it. The problem is we still don’t know how to return.”

      “Ye needn’t worry ‘bout that,” Hreidmar said. “I’ve got a plan te get us te yer world.”

      “I am going to take a shot in the dark and say it involves traveling to your capital,” Tungsten said, eyes narrowing as his stern features became even sterner. “But from what you told us, the capital city is overrun with Sekbeist.”

      “Yer a sharp one,” Hreidmar said with a grim smile. “It is a plan we have been craftin’ fer some time before ye humans showed up. Originally, this plan was te be a suicide run. We’d storm the capital and kill all the Sekbeists we could as a final act o’ revenge, but now that we have ye here, we can change the plan te somethin’ that gives my people a chance te survive. So, what do the three of ye say? Will ye help my people?”

      The four of us silently conferred with each other, though it didn’t take long for us to reach a decision. Our enemies were their enemies, which meant they were our allies in this struggle, and what’s more, they had craftsmen who were far more skilled than any human craftsmen ever would be. Furthermore, we needed their help if we wanted to return to our world.

      The choice was a no-brainer.

      “We will help you,” Erica said to Hreidmar.

      Hreidmar smiled at us, a pure joy shining in his eyes, a hope that hadn’t been present before. I only just now realized it, but his eyes had been dark and foreboding until this very moment. He must have been on the verge of giving up.

      “In that case, ye’ll be needin’ better armor and weapons than what ye have now.” Hreidmar’s smile turned into a vitality-filled grin. “Let us visit the blacksmiths and see if they can make ye something worthy of storming a fortress.”
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      It had now been four months since I’d gone back in time. A lot had changed since that day four months ago, when I had woken up to discover that I was in the body of my seventeen-year-old self. However, while a lot had changed since then, very little had changed about my lifestyle in the past month. I woke up every morning, had breakfast with Lin, and then either went to train alongside Kari and Fay, help Lin study our written language, or speak with Dante or Feinrea. Sometimes I would be called to the Imperial Royal Palace to have tea with Empress Hilda, but that had only happened about three times in the sixty-three days that had passed since that first time.

      The Blood Replenishing Pill had been introduced thirty days ago, and as I suspected, it was a huge hit. I couldn’t walk through the Merchant District without seeing the Valstine Family’s stalls being surrounded by Spiritualists, both mercenaries and those belonging to the Nevarian Spiritualists, who wanted to get their hands on it.

      Of course, this was good for me since it meant I made a lot of money. Just this month alone, my total earnings had come to 695,500 valis. That was more than I had ever made working at the library. It was actually close to the monthly earnings Brave Vesperia used to make, but that money never went to me because I had to budget it for my sect. To be honest, it was more valis than I knew what to do with, so I’d gone to the Eieran Family and had my valis converted into jewels. I also ended up buying a vault to store most of the jewels inside.

      I was sure it would fill out fast.

      While very little about my life had changed, if there was one change that I had to say was significant, it was definitely my relationships with Kari, Fay, and Lin.

      “Hup!”

      I used the Flash Step to disappear from Kari’s line of sight. This allowed me to avoid the massive beam of energy that tore across the ground. Divine Buster Cannon, the technique that Kari had been working on alongside the Flash Step, overtook several trees as it raced through the forest, annihilating everything in its path. The attack was truly impressive. Of course, using it required time to activate that she normally wouldn’t have in a fight, but fortunately, she had a partner who could keep me distracted.

      As I landed on the ground several meters from where Kari’s attack had unleashed devastation, Fay suddenly appeared in front of me. Her Spiritual Aura was flaring wildly, a powerful flame that had become almost entirely blue with just a hint of red licking at the edges. She rotated her fists and brought them into her torso. Fire gathered around them, so hot it would have caused sweat to burst from my brow had I not used the water element to keep cool. Barely a second had passed since she appeared, but then she thrust out her fists and unleashed a powerful technique.

      Rotation Fire Fist was listed as a C-rank Spiritual Fire Technique, but with the impressive output of Spiritual Power that Fay was releasing, along with using two fists instead of one, it could easily be given a B-rank in terms of firepower.

      Two powerful spirals of fire like tornadoes rushed across the space between us, burning everything. The earth was charred black, the trees burst into flames, and even the boulders in her Spiritual Technique’s path melted. After traveling for about twenty meters, the spiraling flames finally dispersed as they ran out of Spiritual Power.

      Unfortunately, their target—me—had already vanished.

      “Did you get him?” asked Kari as she walked up to Fay.

      “Nope,” I responded before Fay could.

      The two girls quickly turned to me as I walked out from behind a tree. My body suddenly disappeared as I used the Flash Step to appear before them. I moved faster than before, faster than they could keep up with. With my Dragon's Tail Ruler in hand, I launched a powerful attack, my weapon coated in lightning.

      Kari and Fay were quick to move away from me, using the Flash Step to move in separate directions. They had learned the hard way that trying to take my attacks head-on was foolish. Their physical strength was impressive, but even now, trying to block a swing of my ruler would result in them getting sent flying and shocked by electricity at the same time.

      As they both appeared on either side of me, the two prepared to unleash their Spiritual Techniques. Fay rotated her fists and tucked them into her torso. Kari spun around and gathered Spiritual Power on the tip of her ranseur. Their Spiritual Auras flared and became increasingly bright, a powerful golden hue and a burning blue flame. I could tell they were preparing to unleash their last attacks, to end this before I could.

      I decided I wouldn’t let them.

      I was sure the pair were confused when I suddenly appeared before them both at the same time, despite Kari and Fay being separated by at least ten meters, and slammed a fist into each of their solar plexus. I used the lightning element to penetrate their Spiritual Auras and strike their bodies directly. Simultaneous gasps erupted from their mouths as they fell at the same time. Kari and Fay coughed as their Spiritual Auras were disrupted. They fell to their knees, placing a hand where I had struck them, while I suddenly appeared back in the same spot I had been standing before my attack.

      “Wha… what was…?” Kari managed to get out as she looked at me, but my punch had deprived her lungs of oxygen, so that was all she could say.

      “That was a variation of the Flash Step,” I told her. “I call it Illusion Step, but that’s not an accurate name. It doesn’t create an illusion or anything like that. All I’m really doing is moving so fast that it appears as if I’m in two places at once. With that, I attacked the two of you within less than a one-hundredth of a second of each other, which made it look like I hit you both at the same time.”

      “D-damn… and here I thought we might have finally had you,” Fay muttered as she stood to her feet, rubbing the spot underneath her chest. Despite her disheartening words, her eyes were filled with an intense fire.

      “You’ve been going easy on us all this time, haven’t you?” asked Kari, also standing up. She looked like she was about to pout at me.

      “It would be more accurate to say I’ve been growing alongside you,” I corrected her. “I only gained enough speed to use the Illusion Step like this in the last several days. While you two have been practicing your own Spiritual Techniques, I worked on mastering this so I could use it during our spars.”

      “So you’re basically just staying one step ahead of us,” Fay concluded with a sigh. “It’s still a little depressing to know that we can’t defeat you even after nearly half a month of sparring like this.”

      I grinned at her. “You should consider this a compliment. You two are getting so strong that in order to keep ahead, I have to train twice as hard.”

      To be honest, I was really shocked by how strong these two had become. They had both perfected their respective Spiritual Techniques and were good enough at using the Flash Step that they could use it continuously for an entire hour. This also meant their Spiritual Power had increased by a factor of about two. I was pretty sure both of them could now take on a B-Rank Demon Beast that had the same amount of power as that Giant Svart I had fought in one-on-one combat.

      Of course, I hadn’t been standing still either. While I didn’t know how strong I was now, I did feel confident that I could defeat one of the weaker A-Rank Demon Beasts on my own, maybe something like a Crested Dragonewt or even a Steel-Scaled Fire Salamander.

      We hadn’t gone into the Demon Beast Mountain Range since our first expedition, but that wasn’t because we had no intentions to. Fay and Kari had been deeply affected by my battle against the Giant Svart. They told me they wanted to become stronger before going there again, so to that end, the three of us had been training nearly every day—even on days when they went to the Spiritualist Academy.

      “It looks like it’s getting pretty late,” I said as I glanced at the sky, visible through the canopy of trees. We had been training since early morning and the sun was now in the center of the sky, high above our heads. “Let’s pick up Lin and get lunch together.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.” Fay placed a hand over her stomach, which was gurgling. “I’m starving.”

      “Me too,” Kari added. “I feel like I could eat a whole bovine.”

      “You do have quite the appetite,” Fay muttered. “I wonder where all that food goes.” 

      Unconsciously, Fay and I stared at Kari’s chest. It didn’t look any bigger now than it always did, but considering how thin her waist still was despite how much she ate…

      “What are you trying to imply?” asked Kari with a faux glare.

      “Nothing,” Fay and I said at the same time.

      Because of how much we had sweat, all three of us took a quick rinse in a nearby spring. Kari and Fay removed their tops and allowed me to clean them. I used a cloth and a bar of soap to wipe away the sweat covering their backs, shoulders, arms, stomach, and chests, though they still wouldn’t let me touch anything else. After I had washed them, they cleaned me. Kari had the front that day while Fay washed my back, but they had this habit of switching who cleaned which side. I just let them do as they pleased.

      On a side note, Fay still seemed a little hesitant about physical intimacy while Kari had become a lot more enthusiastic. In some ways, it felt like they had traded places, with Kari acting like the confident one and Fay the shy one who kept blushing and keeping her distance. I was sure Fay only agreed to bathe together like this because Kari had convinced her to.

      My future wife could be very persuasive.

      Very persuasive indeed.

      We gathered our supplies after getting clean, popped a Spiritual Recovery Pill into our mouths, and left the now destroyed training ground, which was covered in craters, burn marks, and destroyed trees.

      As we walked, I felt my Spiritual Power slowly recovering. It sort of felt like my vitality was slowly being restored. This sort of sensation was hard to describe with just words, but if I had to, I would say it was like when you drink caffa after just waking up.

      When someone exhausted their Spiritual Power, the feeling they had was similar to physical exhaustion. Spiritual Recovery Pills helped replenish the Spiritual Power after it was used up. It was great to use after training, though it was dangerous if taken in large quantities. All alchemy pills could become addictive if someone wasn’t careful in their consumption. That was why I always regulated how many we took.

      “I think we’re going to need to find a new training ground,” I said with a heavy sigh. “This is the fourth one we’ve destroyed.”

      “Maybe we should build our own training ground?” Fay suggested.

      “I suppose we could,” I muttered. I was pretty sure I had the money, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to. It was probably because I had grown paranoid, but I didn’t like the idea of building a training ground where people could spy on us, even though I knew that, logically, such an occurrence was very unlikely to happen.

      “I wonder how long it will take before we can learn the Illusion Step,” Kari changed the subject as we passed through the eastern gate. The two Nevarian Spiritualists guarding the gate greeted us with a wave, which we returned.

      “Once you’ve learned how to enter the Second State of Spiritualism, you will be able to learn the Illusion Step,” I told them.

      “Second State of…” Fay’s eyes widened at me. “Then does that mean you have—?!”

      “Yes.” Nodding at her, I hid my amusement as best I could. “I reached the Second State of Spiritualism about ten days ago.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell us this?” Kari asked with a mild pout.

      I shrugged. “I wanted to surprise you.”

      The three of us kept up the banter as we made it to the Nadine Library, but we stopped upon seeing the crowd of people gathered in front of it. There were a number of young men loafing around outside. Most appeared to be commoners from their clothing, but there were also a few nobles, easily noticeable by their silk doublets, suede pants, and extravagant shoulder capes. A lot of them were peeking in through the windows. As one, the three of us released weary sighs. I could already feel a headache coming on.

      “I never imagined Lin would become this popular,” I groaned.

      “Well, I mean, Lin is really exotic,” Kari explained. “That dark skin and snake tail are things people in Nevaria have never seen before. Plus, she has that really cute and sexy dichotomy going for her. It’s no wonder she’s become so popular.”

      I began complaining under my breath, but I guess I wasn’t quiet enough because Kari and Fay gave me a look that seeped amusement.

      “Are you feeling overprotective of her?” asked Kari with a mischievous smile.

      Fay’s smile matched her friend’s. “Or maybe you just don’t like the fact that so many people are infatuated with one of your women.”

      I snorted at the thought. “If that were the case, I would hate your fan clubs as well. Don’t forget that you two are every bit as popular as Lin. The issue I have with these people is how blatant and obvious they are about their infatuation. It’s one thing to discreetly admire someone who is already taken. It is quite another to so flagrantly ogle someone who is already in a relationship.”

      My words about their fan clubs—and they really did have their own fan clubs—must have had quite the effect because the both of them blushed, their cheeks and ears turning a light pink. This normally would have been the part where I teased them some more, but our stomachs let out simultaneous gurgles, reminding us that we hadn’t had lunch yet.

      “Let us step into the breach,” I said as I reached out and grabbed their hands.

      The two of them clutched my hand as we waded into the crowd of overly hormonal men, pushing our way through. Some of the people parted for us, having recognized who we were, but there were also a lot who didn’t. These people glared at me like I’d committed a crime against them. I was forced to use intimidation tactics, unleashing my Spiritual Pressure to make them back off.

      While the outside was bad, the inside was worse. No longer filling up just the tables, the number of people loitering around inside was enough to fill most of the aisles. If they had been at the library for a legitimate reason like research, it wouldn’t have been that big a deal, but all of those people were gazing enviously at the table where Lin was sitting.

      I was sure Ms. Nadine was throwing a fit right now.

      We moved through the crowd, coming upon Lin’s table soon enough, where I discovered, to my intense displeasure, Marko Kriger once more trying to chat Lin up. He didn’t come by every day. That said, the number of days I caught him hitting on Lin equaled about twice the number of days he didn’t show up. While Lin didn’t respond to his words with anything more than a few two or three-word sentences, it annoyed me that he hadn’t given up.

      “Lin,” I called out.

      Lin looked up at the sound of her name being called, completely ignoring Marko as she twisted her body around to face us. Her eyes lit up.

      “Darling, Big Sister, Fay,” she greeted us as she gathered her supplies. She closed her leather-bound notebook, capped her bottle of ink, and placed her quill in a small carry case. Moving her long, sinuous snake body, Lin stood up and slithered past the twitching Marko to greet us. The man she left behind had a face that was visibly red with rage. There was a vein pulsating on the left side of his forehead.

      Hugs and kisses were exchanged, but they weren’t anything extravagant. Lin gave Fay and Kari a big hug complete with tail and greeted me with a short kiss on the lips. It was the same greeting we always received now.

      After the kiss, I glanced at Marko, whose face had turned puce as he glared at me. It looked like he was going to explode. I was honestly surprised he hadn’t challenged me to another Honor Duel, considering he came from a family of warriors, but perhaps he was worried that doing so would anger Lin.

      “Thank you for keeping Lin company again,” I said.

      “Not at all.” Marko’s smile twitched, appearing stiff and forced. “I’m always happy to spend time with her.”

      “I’ll bet.” I think some of my anger leaked out of my voice because Marko’s smile became a tad more vindicated.

      Trying to contain my scoff, I left the library alongside Kari, Fay, and Lin. It was almost amusing to watch the crowd disperse after I picked up Lin and left, but it was also bothersome. I felt sorry for the two newcomers who Ms. Nadine had hired to watch the library in my place.

      We went on a journey to find some food. The busy afternoon air was filled with life. Over here, a group of young women was tittering about the latest gossip. Over there, various workers were traveling to and fro as they carried equipment and supplies. Many people were walking into and out of shops. There were quite a few people buying bread from bakers or meat skewers from stall owners lining either side of the street.

      Our group still stood out a lot—we had become rather famous—but at least everyone had grown used to seeing us by now. Several people greeted us, a few people bowed to Kari, and no one gave Lin frightened stares anymore. That was what I felt most grateful for.

      There weren’t any places where we could sit down and eat. The taverns were all full, and to be honest, I wasn’t keen on going into one. None of them could accommodate for Lin’s large snake tail anyway. That being the case, we traveled around the various stands and stalls, buying a load of different foods, and then we went to the nearest park.

      Nevaria had a number of parks, which varied in size based on location. Parks closer to residential districts tended to be larger, while ones located in places like the Merchant District were smaller because there was a less likely chance of people using them. With it being midday, most of the parks weren’t in use. Our group of four entered a park that was located about midway between all of our respective houses.

      Parks in Nevaria were defined by their lush grass, myriad of trees, colorful array of flowers, and walkways that led to several gazebos. This one was no exception to that rule. We walked along a wide walkway made of smooth, square stones. There were a few other people around. I could see a mother and father watching their two children wrestle around in the grass, and there was a couple sitting on a park bench several dozen meters to our left. We headed toward one of the gazebos.

      The gazebo was a beautiful structure made of white stones. The half-dome roof sheltered the stone table, which was in turn surrounded by a series of columns and a balustrade. I sat on one bench between Kari and Fay. Lin, who was much larger than any of us thanks to her tail, had a bench to herself. She pouted a little, but she didn’t complain. I lived with her, so she actually saw me more than the other two, and she knew that.

      We spread out the food we’d bought, which had been placed in a basket and carried by yours truly. There were all kinds of different foods. Meat skewers and meat pies for Lin, and a variety of sandwiches, fruits, vegetables, and crackers for the rest of us.

      A Nevarian’s diet consisted primarily of meat, cheese, and bread. Unlike the Northern Plains, which had many coastal cities and therefore a heavy fishing industry, we did not have that. There were some lakes where people could fish, but they would never catch enough to make fish a consistent dish. Fish was more like a delicacy.

      Since everyone was pretty ravenous, we didn’t talk at first, instead choosing to satiate our hunger. I wasn’t sure what amused me more: The way Lin and Kari stuffed food into their mouths without regard for etiquette (Kari was more refined than Lin but not by much), or how Fay tried to eat in a refined manner despite how hungry she was.
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“Oh, my gosh! That was so good!” Kari said after she finished her food. I handed her a flask of wine, which she drank deeply from before passing it to Lin.

      “I feel a lot better now,” Fay added as Lin, finished drinking, handed the flask off to her.

      “This princess understands how you feel,” Lin added as she leaned back and patted her belly. “Even though she hasn’t been moving around a lot, studying for such a long period of time makes her hungry.”

      “Speaking of, how goes your studies?” asked Kari.

      “Hm hm hm.” Lin let out a strange laugh as she thrust out her modest chest. “This princess is pleased to say that she has officially memorized all 15,831 syllables and memorized all the rules regarding I-form writing.”

      “That’s excellent!” Kari clapped her hands together. “In that case, I’ll have to give you a quiz to see how well that information has sunk in.”

      “This princess is prepared for anything you throw at her.”

      “It is pretty impressive that Lin has managed to learn so much of our written language in just a little over one month,” Fay admitted as she placed her hands on the table.

      I nodded. “I don’t remember how long it took me, but I’m pretty sure it was more than a year.”

      “Well, she still hasn’t learned all of the rules yet, but being able to memorize our syllables and the rules for at least one form of writing is impressive enough,” Kari said.

      Lin’s studies had indeed been progressing well. I couldn’t say how many syllables she memorized in a single day, but every time I picked her up at the library, she’d have a new leatherbound notebook filled with the symbols our written language used. The notebooks she had recently also contained notes on I-form and T-form writing. Her bedroom actually had a bookshelf now, which I had bought so she could have someplace to store her notebooks, and there were about sixteen massive leather-bound tomes currently lining the top shelf.

      As had become our habit, we stayed together in that park and spoke for several hours, until the sun was on the verge of setting, and then we left.

      This would normally be the moment where we parted ways. I was actually halfway toward giving Fay and Kari a goodbye kiss—when something suddenly caught Kari’s attention and caused her to point at something behind me.

      “What’s the crowd over there for?” she asked.

      All of us turned in the direction she was pointing to, and indeed, there was a large crowd a few meters from us. Judging from the armor those people were wearing and the weapons held in their hands, they were all Spiritualists. None of them looked like Nevarian Spiritualists or members of the Imperial Royal Guard. Were they a group of mercenaries? No, they looked too young and untainted to be mercenaries. Also, their armor was far more pristine than the standard mercenary company.

      It was easy to tell who was a mercenary and who wasn’t by their armor. The cost of maintaining armor was expensive, and mercenaries didn’t always have enough money to buy polish, nor did most of them bother with it. Shiny armor just stood out when trekking through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Mercenaries also had faces that were much harder, much rougher. These people were but fresh-faced children.

      “Hey… isn’t that Catalyna Kriger?” Fay muttered the question so softly I almost missed it.

      Glancing over the crowd, I just barely made out a head of curly blonde hair. I couldn’t see anything else from this distance.

      The others were also curious. We made our way over to the crowd. I was a good bit taller than most of the people present, who looked like men and women in their early twenties. That meant I could see the woman Fay had been talking about, and the blonde hair that descended past her shoulders, sharp blue eyes, and innocent facial features definitely belonged to Catalyna Kriger.

      “I wonder what’s going on here,” I muttered.

      One of the people beside us, a young woman, turned and gave me an incredulous stare. “You mean you don’t know? Lady Catalyna is recruiting people for an expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.” The woman paused just then, eyes widening as she stared at me, then Kari, Fay, and Lin before going back to me. “Hey, wait a minute. Aren’t you—?!”

      I raised a hand to stop her from saying anything more. Tapping on the person in front of me, I got their attention.

      “Could you please move aside?” I asked.

      The young man, who I guessed was around sixteen or seventeen like myself, Kari, Fay, and Lin, opened his mouth with a haughty expression—and then quickly closed it. He looked between the four of us. Recognition flashed through his eyes. Maybe it was me, or maybe it was the company I kept with me, but he obviously knew who we were.

      “Uh, sure,” he said as though intimidated.

      “Thanks.”

      I walked forward alongside my companions. The people in front parted to make way when they saw us, which allowed me to reach the front of the crowd, where Catalyna was currently talking to someone. She stopped, however, when we came into view.

      “Well now,” she muttered with a surprised smile. “Eryk Veiger and Fay Valstine. I haven’t seen either of you since the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.” She paused, then, her eyes turning to both Lin and Kari. “Princess Kari Astralia, it is a pleasure to see you again. It has been far too long.”

      Kari, now in her princess mode, gave Catalyna a polite smile as she curtsied. “Yes. I don’t think we have had a chance to meet since Grimm Kriger’s one hundredth birthday last year.”

      “Ha ha! That’s right! Ha… that was an interesting party. Then again, anything involving that old man tends to be amusing. Your grandfather was pretty hilarious as well.”

      Grim Kriger was a name even I recognized. He was an old Spiritualist who was once lauded as one of the best. I remember hearing that he’d won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament once before. Sadly, that was all I knew about him.

      Kari grimaced at Catalyna’s words. “I apologize for what my grandfather did back then.”

      “Oh, no need to worry.” Catalyna was grinning as she waved Kari’s apology off like it was a mere bug. “I personally found the whole situation amusing, though I suppose I might feel differently if I’d been one of the women he stripped naked.”

      So some situation involving women getting stripped at Grimm Kriger’s birthday had been caused by Kari’s grandfather? Come to think of it, I had never met her grandfather, nor had she told me anything about him before. I wondered what kind of person he was…

      “I heard you four took a trip to the Demon Beast Mountain Range a little while ago,” Catalyna continued. “How was it?”

      “It was an enlightening experience,” Kari said, still keeping up her act as the Princess of Nevaria. Her proud and regal bearing was something I rarely saw on her these days. “I learned a lot about myself and the dangers of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. In fact, Eryk, Fay, and I have been diligently training together so we would be more prepared the next time we traveled there.”

      “So you plan on entering the Demon Beast Mountain Range again?” While Catalyna looked surprised at first, that expression was soon replaced with a strange gleam. “In that case, how would the four of you like to join me? I’m looking for strong Spiritualists who are willing to join me on an expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “Before we agree to join you, why don’t you tell us what you plan on doing in the Demon Beast Mountain Range?” I suggested.

      Catalyna nodded several times as though she’d expected one of us to ask that question. “You bring up a good point. One cannot expect to have people follow them when they don’t even explain why you should follow them in the first place. Very well.” Flipping her blonde hair over her shoulder, Catalyna explained why she was recruiting people. “On my last trip into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, I managed to discover a map with the location to an as of yet unexplored ruin. It’s about five days journey from Nevaria and is located in an area of the Demon Beast Mountain Range where several groups of powerful B-Rank Demon Beasts have set up territories. I need strong Spiritualists to join me because of the dangers involved. We might find ourselves facing these B-Rank Demon Beasts during this expedition since the route I plan to use will take us right through their territory.”

      An unexplored ruin, huh? That was a rare thing in this day and age. Most of the ruins that could be explored had been explored. All the ones that were unexplored were located deep in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, where the A and S-Rank Demon Beasts, monsters with so much power most people wouldn’t stand a chance against them, had created their territories. Finding a ruin that wasn’t located in A-Rank territory was like finding an oasis in the Endless Desert by chance.

      “So how about it?” asked Catalyna with a brilliant grin, extending her hand toward us as though in invitation. “Care to join me? I promise you the rewards will be worth your while.”

      Me, Lin, and Fay glanced at each other, and then looked at Kari. We already knew who this decision rested with.

      Kari’s eyes were gleaming as she extended her hand toward Catalyna and gripped it in a firm shake. That sparkle in her eyes was one I had seen so many times in the past. No longer was this woman the princess of Nevaria. Now she had become the adventurous young woman whose only desire in life was to explore the world.

      “We’d love to join you,” Kari said with a grin.

      “Excellent,” Catalyna said as she gripped Kari’s hand back.

      And that was how we temporarily joined Catalyna’s party for a trip into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.
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            Preparing for Another Journey

          

        

      

    

    
      Preparations to march on Hovebrann, the former Dweorg capital, which had been occupied by the Sekbeist, was underway. However, we were not a part of those preparations.

      Kari and I spent most of our time in our bedroom. The time not spent getting lost in each other’s embrace was spent being fitted for war.

      The Dweorg really were amazing craftsmen, not only capable of building items of incomparable beauty, but also forging armor and weapons of incredible strength. Not only had they forged Kari and me a set of armor, but they had reforged Kari’s weapon to be even better than before and made a weapon that actually worked for me.

      We were putting on our new armor right now, in preparation of today’s march.

      Fitted over my dark gray shirt was a breastplate. It was strapped across my body with brown leather and only protected my chest and solar plexus, leaving my stomach exposed. Strapped to either side of my shoulders were a pair of pauldrons. This shoulder armor had the same silvery sheen as the breastplate. Likewise, the greaves attached to my brown boots had a similar appearance. Etched into the silvery substance were a series of runes. They looked decorative at first glance, but I was told by the craftsmen that they would offer added protection. When I recalled how several attacks from the Sekbeists had been deflected thanks to the runes engraved in Dweorg armor during the previous battle, I was excited to see how well they worked. Thrown over the entire ensemble was a cloak the same dark gray as my pants and shirt.

      “There!” Kari grunted as she tightened the straps on my back, securing the breastplate.

      “Thanks, Kari.” I turned around and grinned at the woman who was still just in her undergarments, which consisted of a thong and breast bindings. “Now it’s my turn to help you get fitted.”

      The first thing we put on was her blouse. It was a brown and white leather dress that stopped halfway up the thighs, featuring no sleeves and a high neckline. Kari slipped on her leather sleeves after that. Then I began putting on her armor. I helped her slide on the breastplate and cinched the leather straps until they fit snugly against her chest, then attached the shoulder pauldrons, which were fitted together with elbow caps and gauntlets.

      “This Mythril stuff sure is something,” Kari said as I bade her sit down on the bed. “That Dweorg craftsmen said it’s studier than steel, but it feels even lighter than leather.”

      “It’s certainly impressive.” I grabbed one of her socks. “Left leg please.” Kari lifted her left leg, baring her foot to me. She wiggled her toes and grinned. I normally would have taken the invitation and sucked on her toes, but instead, I began sliding the sock up her foot as I continued talking. “I remember seeing the craftsmen who made my armor slam a war axe into it as hard as he could. His attack didn’t leave so much as a single crack or dent.”

      Kari released an envious sigh as I slid her boot over her now sock-clad foot and leg, and then proceeded to do the same to her other foot. “They really are amazing craftsmen. Even my weapon seems a thousand times stronger than it was before they reforged it.”

      “And they made me a weapon as well.” After both boots were on her feet, I grabbed the suspenders attached to the socks and hooked them to a garter around her hips, hidden by the blouse. “I’m pretty satisfied with the weapon too. How does this feel?”

      “Good,” Kari said as she stood up and moved her legs. The garters didn’t move much and kept her socks from falling down. “It feels snug, but it’s not tight enough to be uncomfortable. Thanks, Eryk.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      With Kari and I both outfitted, I walked over to where my weapon was leaning against the wall. It was a large ruler that was a little taller than me, about thirty centimeters wide, and had a massive guard that was designed into the shape of a dragon’s mouth with the ruler blade extending from the mouth. The handle was a large cylinder with a spiked pommel. However, this was no ordinary weapon. Not only was the guard covered in runes, but the ruler also had eleven segments running along the blade, which gave it the aesthetic of a segmented dragon’s tail.

      I wrapped my fingers around the hilt and lifted it. Despite looking like it weighed several hundred kilos, it actually only weighed about the same as a standard broadsword, or maybe a claymore. That was because it was made from Mythril.

      “This Mythril is really light.” I gave the blade a few practice swings, listening to the whooshing sound as the ruler cut through the air with ease. “I only need one hand to swing it as easily as I would a broadsword.”

      “I’m told Mythril is the lightest but most durable metal in all nine realms,” Kari informed me. “It’s supposedly even stronger than adamantite.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Hefting the blade over my shoulder, I turned to look at Kari as she gripped her newly reforged ranseur. Having seen her weapon millions of times, I could see the differences in the design. For starters, the tri-tip had been removed. Now one end featured two blades that appeared like horns. The other end, meanwhile, featured a jagged blade that looked almost like the tail of a dragon. The entire weapon was a little taller than I was, but from the way she twirled the weapon around with one hand, it didn’t appear much heavier than it had originally been.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Kari smiled at me.

      We stepped out of our room together and met up with Erica and Tungsten. Like us, their weapons and armor had been reforged. The gleaming armor had a polished shine that it hadn’t previously possessed. However, unlike mine and Kari’s armor, which had originally been made of leather, theirs looked about the same. Their weapons, likewise, weren’t much different from before save the runes etched along the surface.

      It was hard to tell steel from Mythril. The difference wasn’t in their appearance but in their strength. Mythril was the strongest known metal in existence, supposedly. I’d seen a Mythril sword cut through steel armor as though it was made of parchment, so I was pretty sure the boasting of the metal wasn’t just simple bragging.

      “You two look sharp,” Erica said, a gleam in her eyes as she looked us up and down. I could see the approval reflected on her face. “You two looked like a pair of well-equipped explorers before. Now you look like experienced warriors.”

      “Well, we are still part of the Explorers Guild,” Kari said.

      “That’s right.” Erica placed her free hand against her mouth and giggled. “You two have been working with us for so long, I nearly forgot you two weren’t members of our guilds.”

      “That’s enough joking around,” Tungsten grunted. “Let’s go. Hreidmar is expecting us.”

      While Tungsten turned around and began walking, the three of us shared a quick smile before catching up. We made our way to the entrance. There, we found the entire community of Dweorgs standing around in the entrance hall, literally packed together so tightly the four of us had trouble squeezing through to the front.

      Hreidmar stood near the gate. His armor was the same gleaming gold as last time. It had seemed ceremonial to me at first, but I knew better now. Armor made by a Dweorg was beautiful enough to be ceremonial, certainly, but it was always made with battle in mind.

      “Our realm is doomed,” Hreidmar announced to his people. “Ever since the Sekbeist invaded our realm and ran our resources dry, it has been slowly dyin’. It’s only a matter of time now before it becomes inhospitable.”

      His words caused his fellow Dweorgs to mumble. I could sense the unease in their words, even if I couldn’t necessarily hear exactly what they were saying as they whispered to each other.

      “However!” thundered Hreidmar, silencing everyone. “Just because our realm is doomed doesn’t mean we have te be doomed with it. If this realm cannot let us live in it any longer, then it means we just need te find a new realm. Fortunately, four humans have come te us. They have agreed te help us travel to Miðgarðr, the realm of the humans. There, we will set down once again. There, our people will thrive once more!”

      He slammed his battleaxe against the hard stone floor, the loud bang echoing all around us, reaching even the deepest parts of the entrance hall.

      “I’ll not force those who do not wish te come te follow me,” Hreidmar continued. “Those who do not wish te journey with me te Miðgarðr may remain here, but I hope all of ye will follow me. I’ve no desire te let my people die an inglorious death.” He paused, slammed the butt of his battleaxe against the ground again, and shouted, “Will ye follow me?!”

      His words were a tad crude, but they were inspiring nonetheless. A wellspring of emotions surged from the Dweorgs surrounding me. I could see it in their eyes, feel it in the shaking of their limbs, and hear it in their excited breathing. None of them planned on remaining behind, and they all made their intentions known with a single, resounding word.

      “AYE!!”

      “Then let us march!” Hreidmar shouted in response as he raised his battleaxe above his head. “Today! We will head te Hovebrann, deal a punishing blow te those damn Sekbeists, and then find a new home!”

      As the Dweorgs cheered, the gates that kept the city sealed from the outside world slowly opened with a creaking of gears. When this happened, everyone began to march outside. Myself, Kari, Erica, and Tungsten moved with everyone else. Today was the day the Dweorgs began to move, and it was also the first day to mark our last days in this world.

      We were finally heading home.
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      There were a lot of shops that dealt with supplies needed for camping and survival outdoors. Some stores specialized in sleeping bags, while others sold tents and packs to carry supplies in. Since carpenters and crafters often specialized in making only one or two items at most, it meant that to buy everything we needed, it was necessary to travel through a lot of stores.

      “I was thinking we should use a tent for this expedition,” Kari was saying as the four of us—myself, Kari, Fay, and Lin—stood in a shop that sold tents. “It’s supposed to be a ten or twelve-day journey, and we will be traveling alongside a lot of strangers, so having a tent for privacy is a must.”

      “I agree,” Fay added. “Not only are we going to be traveling alongside strangers, but quite a few of them will be men. Not only will I feel safer sleeping in a tent, but it will also be more comfortable to have a tent that we can use to change clothes in.”

      “Is changing clothes in front of other people that big of a deal?” asked Lin, who despite now wearing clothes still didn’t seem to understand their importance.

      “Would you appreciate it if a man other than Eryk ogled you with impure intentions?” asked Kari.

      Lin tilted her head as she pondered that question, and then glanced in my direction, her golden eyes shining with a mysterious light. She turned back to Kari and shook her head. “No, this princess would not appreciate another man staring at her like that.”

      “And that is why we need a tent to change in,” Kari said as she crossed her arms.

      “Oh! This princess gets it now!”

      I left the girls to their conversation as I looked at the tents this shop offered. Most of them were on the small side. I mean, I was sure they could fit two or three people inside normally, maybe even four if we all squeezed together, but they couldn’t accommodate for a Lamia. Most of the tents used a circular shape, which was easier to maintain, but there were also a few shaped like triangles and rectangles.

      When we had accepted Catalyna’s offer to join her on this expedition, I never imagined we’d be shopping for supplies again. Granted, I would have needed a new sleeping bag anyway since I lost mine during our last expedition. I suppose it just didn’t occur to me that we’d need a tent for privacy. I guess that was my bad for not thinking of such things.

      “What do you think, Eryk?” asked Fay.

      I turned to the girls. “Excuse me?”

      “What kind of tent should we get?” Fay asked again, crossing her arms and frowning at me. “Are you even paying attention to our conversation?”

      “I was, but I got lost in thought,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my head.

      “I guess even Eryk has some male moments,” Kari said with a giggle.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I frowned at her.

      Placing her hands behind her back as she leaned over, Kari offered me a silly grin. “Nothing.”

      “Anyway.” I sighed as I began tugging on the bangs of my green hair. “I’m not sure the type of tent matters so long as it’s large enough to accommodate all four of us. That means it has to be big enough for three humans and a Lamia.”

      At this, everyone looked at Lin, or more specifically, her snake lower half. Lin, in turn, looked at her snake tail as well. After staring at her own tail, which thumped against the floor as if it had a mind of its own, she turned to us, crossed her arms, and huffed.

      “It is not this princess’s fault if they do not have a tent large enough to accommodate her,” she exclaimed.

      Her words caused the three of us to laugh.

      We eventually hailed down the shop clerk, who I guessed was the daughter of the owner, and asked her which among these would adequately fit three humans and a Lamia. The young girl, a teenager of maybe fourteen or fifteen years, frowned as she looked at Lin for several long seconds, biting her thumb before her eyes lit up.

      “I think I have just the thing,” she said.

      The tent she showed us was certainly large, but it also seemed a tad impractical. It was a four-square-meter tent with a six-person capacity, shaped like a pentagon instead of a circle, square, or triangle, and was built using a combination of rope and segmented steel pipes that could be taken apart into multiple pieces to make it easier to carry while traveling. Made from the hide of a C-Rank Water Serpent, the tent was light blue in color and waterproof, which would be good if it rained, but…

      “It looks a little heavy,” I said.

      “It’s perfect,” Kari, Fay, and Lin exclaimed.

      “You three aren’t the ones who are going to be carrying it,” I told them in a voice so dry the Endless Desert would have been proud. However, when all they did was look at me with those sparkling eyes, I sighed and turned to the amused young girl. “How much is this tent?”

      “It’s 13,600 valis, sir,” she said with a smile.

      I didn’t have any issue with the price. She could have told me it was 56,000 and I still would have bought it. To be perfectly honest, I had too much money and no idea what to do with it right now. All of my alchemy ingredients were given to me for free courtesy of the Alchemist Association, I didn’t have to pay monthly rent on my house (though I did have to pay the Eieran Family a monthly fee because they owned the land my house was built on), and it didn’t cost more than about 600 valis to maintain my daily living expenses. I think I currently had something like 1,245,653 valis worth of jewels in my new vault.

      As an aside, about 400 of those 600 valis went toward satisfying Lin’s stomach.

      After I gave her the necessary valis, the girl smiled and called for her father, a slender man who didn’t look like much. A stiff breeze could have probably knocked him over. Even so, his clothes were well maintained and brand new. He must have been a well-off craftsman.

      She gestured toward us, and then toward the tent. “These customers would like one of your pentagon tents.”

      “That so? I’m guessing they already paid.” When she confirmed that we had, he turned toward us, spent a second looking at Lin, and then blinked when he saw Kari. “Princess Kari.” He bowed at the waist. “I had not realized you were here. My apologies for not being more attentive.”

      “Ack! Wait. That’s Princess Kari?!” the girl exclaimed in shock before hurriedly bowing as well.

      “Oh, no. Please. There’s really no need to stand on ceremony with me.” Kari quickly tried to settle the pair down, but she needed to maintain her princess’ dignified bearing now that she’d been outed. “I am merely here as a customer. You see, the four of us are in need of a tent for our next expedition, and I have heard good things about the ones sold at this shop. Just treat us as you would any other customer.”

      “I understand.” The man and his daughter straightened from their bow, though both still looked nervous. “Please wait here a moment while I grab your tent.”

      It took longer than I would have expected to get the tent, but when I saw how the man came out from the backroom, struggling to carry the two oblong bags the tent had been packed into, I realized it probably weighed upwards of fifty-four kilograms. I took the bags from him before he could hurt himself. Yup. It weighed about the same as my Dragon’s Tail Ruler. As I relieved the man of his burden, he thanked me, then bowed to Kari again as he saw us out.

      “Everyone really treats you so differently,” I said with a sigh. “Even though you never go out of your way to announce yourself, they still begin walking on eggshells the moment they realize who you are.”

      “I know.” Kari closed her eyes as a bitter smile crossed her face. “I have grown used to it, but I can’t say I enjoy being treated like I am special just because of who my mother is.”

      “The troubles of living in the shadow of someone much larger than yourself does sound difficult,” Fay mumbled. “I am sorry for not being around to help you when we were younger.”

      “Don’t you start on that please.” Kari bopped Fay on the head. “We’re friends again. That’s what matters.”

      Fay’s eyes softened. “Yes.”

      “This princess doesn’t really understand why you dislike being treated like you’re special, Big Sister.” As the Lamia admitted this, she scratched the back of her head. “Is it not natural for those whose status is lower than yourself to treat you as someone whose existence is peerless?”

      “Maybe, but I would rather people treat me like a normal girl,” Kari admitted.

      “Hmph.”

      Our shopping continued for several more hours. By the time the sun had begun to set, we had bought a large roll-up futon, which should theoretically be big enough for the four of us. I didn’t know what they were thinking when they bought the thing, but I wasn’t in charge of the shopping. My role in all this was carrying the supplies we bought. We also bought a bag that was large enough to fit the tent inside, and it had extra straps at the bottom to hold the futon. Naturally, this was all stuff I would be carrying when we journeyed into the Demon Beast Mountain Range alongside Catalyna and the others.

      With our shopping done, all four of us headed toward the Imperial Royal Palace, where we were staying at the behest of Kari and Empress Hilda.

      It took almost two hours just to reach the front gate. Because of Lin’s extra size and weight, we couldn’t take a carriage. Kari had spent the majority of her time teasing Lin about it. I could tell she really enjoyed treating Lin like her younger sister.

      “You really do weigh a lot, huh?”

      “It’s not this princess’ fault! Her tail is six meters long!”

      “I think we’re going to need a custom wagon from now on if we want to travel through Nevaria. Something that can hold several tons should work nicely.”

      “Stop talking like this princess is at fault!”

      “Hee hee. Sorry. You know I’m just teasing you.”

      Kari began rubbing Lin’s head, which made the dark-skinned beauty lean into her. I wouldn’t say they looked like siblings. Their appearance was way too different for that. But they did seem to get along very well.

      Someone was waiting for us when we arrived at the front door. The old man with a handlebar mustache and a widow’s peak with refined, swept-back gray hair bowed before us and opened the door.

      “It is good to see that the four of you have returned safely,” he said.

      “Oh, Garret!” Kari greeted. “Does Mother wish to see us?”

      “That is indeed the case,” Garret said as the four of us entered. He closed the door behind us. “She has requested that all of you freshen up for dinner.”

      “Dinner, huh?” Lin licked her lips. “This princess wonders what we will be eating today.”

      “Something filling, I hope,” Kari said. “All that shopping has made me hungry.”

      “You two are such gluttons,” Fay sighed.

      The group of girls were led off by a maid dressed in black and white, while Garret led me to another bathing room. I took a quick bath rather than a long one. Then I got dressed in the black pants and white silk shirt provided to me. When I emerged, Garret was waiting.

      “I shall lead you to the dining room, Master Eryk.”

      “Thanks.”

      I still couldn’t get used to being called “Master Eryk,” but it wasn’t as if I was completely inexperienced. A few members of Brave Vesperia had called me that. Of course, most of them called me “Commander” or even “Boss,” but that was neither here nor there.

      We walked up a set of stairs, which meant we were being led to the private dining room as opposed to the public one used to entertain guests. As we did, Garret spoke to me.

      “I must thank you, Master Eryk.”

      “Really? For what?”

      “For being there and supporting Lady Kari, for treating her like a normal girl, for loving her unconditionally and without regard for her status.” Garret offered me a smile, something he didn’t do often. “Lady Kari has been alone for a very long time. No one has ever treated her as you do. Please continue to be there for her.”

      “That isn’t something you need to ask of me,” I said. “But since you have, don’t worry. There’s nothing in this world that would make me leave her.”

      “I am relieved to hear that.”

      Garret opened the door leading into the private dining hall, and I walked inside to discover that Kari, Fay, and Lin were already sitting there. They sure bathed fast. I was expecting them to take longer than me, but I admittedly enjoyed long baths more than Kari did. The three of them were, like me, dressed in something different. Kari wore a light pink gown, Fay’s was dark red like her hair, and Lin’s was purple and showed a lot more skin than the other two.

      With them were the rest of Kari’s family. Rainer, Valence, and Dante were seated next to their sons, Mykkel, Geirolf, and Earland. All of them were dressed in the same refined yet simple clothing that I wore now. Of course, Empress Hilda was sitting at the head of the table. She wore a simple gown of pure white with gold at the hem. Her bust, smaller than her daughter’s, was emphasized by the simple clothing.

      “I’m glad you are here.” Empress Hilda smiled at me as I took a seat next to Lin at the end of the table opposite the empress. “Now we can all eat.”

      Dinner that evening was braised beef. It was served in a bowl-shaped plate and mixed into it were chopped vegetables like carrots, onions, and broccoli. The meat was delicious. I had to pause when I felt the beef melt in my mouth and release a burst of robust flavor. It took everything I had not to try and scarf the food down after that first bite. I resisted, but sadly, Lin had no such compunctions. I almost flinched at the way she inhaled her food.

      “Your next expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range is tomorrow, correct?” asked Empress Hilda as a means of making dinner table conversation.

      “That’s right,” I said. “This time, we’re going with Catalyna and several others. Oh. I suppose you already know that.”

      Empress Hilda wore a strange smile. “Indeed, I do. And? Who else is going with you aside from Catalyna?”

      “We’re not sure.” Kari shrugged as an exhilarating smile appeared on her face, her eyes shining like beacons in the night. “We have absolutely no idea who else is going, but I think that’s part of what will make this trip fun. The excitement of not knowing is thrilling.”

      “And there she goes into her own world again,” Fay teased.

      Kari either hadn’t heard or was purposefully ignoring her friend as she dove into an explanation about the ruins she was hoping to find. Empress Hilda listened to her daughter with a somewhat bemused smile, like she couldn’t quite figure the girl out. She would nod at certain points, make exclamations at others. I felt like she was humoring Kari. However, it was clear from how attentive her eyes were that this woman, whose very bearing and every movement screamed regal, was listening to every word her daughter said.

      “You say that like you aren’t also excited,” I said to Fay, blowing gently on a slice of beef before placing it in my mouth.

      “That… I mean, yes, I am excited, but it’s not like I am that excited,” Fay muttered, her ears turning red. She also stuffed a slice of beef into her mouth, but the action was more forceful than before, perhaps to cover up her embarrassment.

      “You sure about that?” I teased. “Don’t you find the idea of all four of us traveling together on another adventure nice? We’ll explore new areas, meet new people, test our skills, and spend our nights together in the same tent.” Fay’s cheeks were now red along with her ears. Smiling, I pushed her just a little further. “You three even decided to buy a single futon for us to share. Surely you're excited by the prospect of us sharing it together.”

      By this point, Fay’s face looked like it had caught fire. I was sure it would be possible to cook on it, though I didn’t dare say such a thing out loud.

      The girl opened her mouth to retort, but before she could get a word in edgewise, the sound of someone slamming their fork into a plate echoed around the room. All conversations ceased as everyone looked at Geirolf. The youngest of Empress Hilda’s sons was standing up, his arms shaking with emotion, and his face an angry shade of red.

      He was glaring at me. His eyes were like daggers.

      “I’m finished with my meal,” he announced before storming out of the room. We all watched him go, then flinched when the door slammed shut.

      “I wonder what that was all about?” Dante muttered as he scratched his head. He seemed baffled by his son’s strange behavior.

      Mykkel was the one who answered him. “Jealousy is a very ugly thing.”

      “Hmm…”
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      “Sorry, Eryk.” Kari smiled at me as she stood in front of her bedroom door. “But I’m gonna have to ask you to leave.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You’re kicking me out?”

      “Just for now,” she reassured me.

      “We’re having girl talk,” Lin added from over Kari’s shoulder.

      Fay, who I couldn’t see, spoke from somewhere inside of the room. “Boys aren’t allowed.”

      “There you have it,” Kari agreed.

      This was something I never encountered in my past life. Kari and I were always together back then, never straying far from each other unless we had no choice. Her wanting me gone was a new experience. That said, I did believe it was a good thing. Kari needed some female friends.

      “All right. Fine. I know when I’m not wanted.” I raised my hands in surrender, causing Kari to giggle. “I’ll see you girls later.”

      Since I had been kicked out of Kari’s bedroom, I wandered down the hall, wondering where I should go. I technically had my own room here, but I hadn’t used it in a while. For the past three days since we’d been staying here, the four of us had been sleeping in Kari’s room. She said it was so we could get used to sleeping with each other, but I was sure it was an excuse to goof off. All we’d done was talk all night, get into pillow fights, and then pass out on top of one another.

      This also wasn’t the first or even second time I’d been kicked out so they could have a “girl talk.”

      As I was wandering down the hall, the sound of grunts and shouts of exertion caught my attention, causing me to pause before I turned in the direction they were coming from. I went over to a window and looked down. This window overlooked a courtyard, which was currently occupied by a single person.

      Geirolf Astralia.

      He wore the gauntlets I’d seen him using during our trip into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Each fist was coated in a light green layer of wind, which was launched forward every time he threw a punch. His punches had some extra kick to them. When he threw one, he twisted his torso and put his entire weight into each fist. This increased his attack power, but it also helped channel his Spiritual Power into his Spiritual Wind Technique, which looked like a flowing wind style technique that relied on creating a ceaseless flow of attacks.

      “He’s pretty good,” I muttered to myself.

      “He is at that,” a voice said to my left.

      I turned around as someone walked up to the window I was looking through. That person stopped on the other side of the window.

      “Mykkel,” I greeted.

      Smiling at me with that mild manner of his, Mykkel glanced at the figure below, who was covered in sweat and breathing so hard nasally gasps emerged from his mouth, but he refused to stop training. Sweat poured down his face and neck as he moved through the forms. I didn’t know what style of combat he used, but it seemed a tad rough.

      “Try not to let Geirolf’s actions upset you too much please,” Mykkel said. “He’s been jealous of you ever since you won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.”

      “Jealous, huh?” I muttered. “Because of Fay?”

      “She’s just the latest of many reasons he’s jealous of you,” Mykkel answered with a chuckle. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “As the youngest of us brothers, Geirolf has always been compared to us. ‘Why can’t you be strong like Earland?’ or ‘How come you don’t have Mykkel’s intelligence?’ are things I’ve often heard our fathers tell him. I know our parents are just pushing him to be the best person he can, but they put a lot of pressure on him. It doesn’t help that he lacks the natural talent Earland and I have.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like bragging,” I muttered.

      “Does it? I don’t mean it to.” Mykkel paused for a moment. “I do not have great strength like Earland does, but I was gifted with a high intellect. I can make plans, figure out logistics, and use our comparative strengths to come up with strategies that cover each other’s weaknesses. Earland, on the other hand, was born with incredible strength. A single punch from him can shatter boulders, and his Spiritual Power is the strongest among us brothers. On the other hand, Geirolf was not born with natural abilities like we were. He is what you’d call average. He has to struggle and work twice as hard every single day just to get the same results we do.”

      I glanced down at the courtyard below, where Geirolf was now on his hands and knees, his back and shoulders heaving as sweat dripped down his body to form a puddle on the ground. He looked ready to vomit out his left lung.

      “So… to sum it up, Geirolf was already struggling to keep up with you two, and then I come into the picture, and suddenly there’s this no-name guy who not only won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but is also courting the girl he has a crush on,” I said. “That about right?”

      “More or less,” Mykkel admitted.

      “Hmm…”

      I parted ways with Mykkel a little while later and traveled toward Kari’s room, thinking about our conversation. It seemed Geirolf had it harder than I thought. Perhaps that was also why he felt the need to pick on his sister. The stress from dealing with the pressure to match up to his older brothers caused him to lash out at the one person weaker than him… except that was no longer the case. Kari was stronger than he was now. Easily. By a long shot.

      I still didn’t approve of how he picked on Kari. No matter the circumstances, bullying your younger sibling was a terrible thing to do, but I at least understood why he might do it.

      “Maybe I can give him a hand,” I said to myself, though I wasn’t sure he’d accept my help. It sounded like he saw me as a rival, someone to beat. He’d probably think I was pitying him and refuse my help if I offered.

      It looked like the girls were done with their “girl talk.” When I knocked on the door, the one who answered was Lin.

      “Darling, you’re just in time,” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the room.

      I didn’t know what I was in time for, but when I entered the room and received several pillows to my face, I realized they’d been planning this. As the two pillows fell to the ground, I got a good look at the smiling faces of Kari and Fay. They were dressed in simple nightgowns that went down to their cute feet. Lin’s black sleepwear looked more like negligee.

      I picked up the pillows and smiled.

      “You are going to get it,” I said, raising my hands above my head and tossing the pillows at them. Well, that was what should have happened. When I found my arm locked in place, I looked up and saw a tail trapping my limbs. “What?!”

      “Now, you two!” Lin shouted.

      That seemed to be the cue for Fay and Kari, who raced forward and bodily tackled me to the floor. A scuffle quickly ensued. I had no idea what the scuffle was about—not until Kari lifted up my shirt and Fay began tickling me.

      “What are you—no! Wait! Stop that right now!”

      My demands were not met. Fay continued to mercilessly tickle my sides, and I soon became breathless and unable to fight back. All I could do was laugh until Fay began running out of juice herself. Once she began slowing down, I knew that was my chance.

      “Counterattack—wait! Not the tail again!”

      Unfortunately, I had forgotten about Lin, who wrapped her tail around my legs and kept me from launching a counterattack at the pair. I tripped and fell on the floor. Now on my stomach, Kari jumped on top of me and began her own attack. While I tried to buck her off, she was tenacious and clung to my back, not relenting for even a moment. Even when she did, Fay or Lin would launch their own attacks to keep me pinned.

      My torturous night lasted for a long time before all three girls were exhausted. We lay in a bundle of limbs on the floor, breathing heavily, sweat clinging to our skin. All of us were smiling though. That was what mattered.

      I must have fallen asleep at some point. I opened my eyes again to discover that Lin and Kari were sleeping on the floor with me, surrounded by pillows. However, one of us was missing. A glance at the window revealed Fay, who had placed a hand on the windowsill as she stared outside at the twin moons.

      “Can’t sleep?” I asked, extricating myself from Kari and Lin. It was harder than it looked, but I had experience with being wrapped up in a Lamia’s tail. I just replaced myself with Kari.

      I watched for a moment as Kari wrapped her arms around Lin and pulled the girl closer, while Lin’s tail curled around Kari’s waist and legs. The blonde frowned for a moment as though she sensed something out of place. She settled back down, however, her body relaxing into Lin’s embrace as the Lamia buried her face in the blonde’s boobs.

      Fay smiled at me as I walked up to her, but it wasn’t what I’d call joyful. I sensed worry in her smile.

      “Not really.” She turned back to the twin moons floating on the horizon. “Every time I think about going back into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, I remember what happened to you and feel this unease deep in my stomach. Even though I’ve been training so hard, I’m worried that I won’t be strong enough to help you when the time comes.”

      Nodding, I wrapped my arms around her from behind. Fay released a startled squawk, but it was soft and didn’t wake the two sleeping on the floor. Pulling her to me, I enclosed my arms around her waist until my front was pressing against her back, then I placed my head on her shoulder. Her body was warm.

      “You really don’t have much confidence in yourself,” I said.

      “It’s… not that I don’t have confidence in myself. It’s just… I can’t help but worry about whether I’ll be able to help you when the time comes.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” I asked. Fay said nothing. “I’m not saying it’s wrong to worry, but you should also recognize your own strength. You’ve always been strong, Fay. During the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, you went up against opponents with more experience than you and won. Also, you are much stronger and more experienced now than you were back then. If you went up against those same people, even Catalyna Kriger would not be able to defeat you.”

      “Do you really think so?” asked Fay.

      “I would not say this if I was not completely certain of your strength.”

      Fay didn’t speak for a second. When she did, her voice was soft. “You have a lot of confidence in me, don’t you?”

      “It’s important to have confidence in the people you love.” My response caused Fay’s cheeks to flush.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “That isn’t something you should thank me for.” Smiling, I placed a kiss on her neck. Fay’s breathing hitched as I kept my lips pressed against her skin. Then I moved, kissing her a little higher each time, until I reached her ear.

      “E-Eryk,” Fay mumbled as I kissed her ear, then her cheek. Reaching out with a hand, I turned her head until she was facing me. I stared into her emerald eyes, half-narrowed with a seductive quality that drew me in, though I knew her seductiveness was not something she did on purpose. That was just how her eyes appeared.

      “I am never giving you to anyone,” I said as a possessive feeling came over me.

      “Huh?”

      Fay looked confused, but the expression soon left when I leaned in and kissed her. Her startled gasp was muffled by my mouth. I kept my hand on her cheek, and after the initial shock wore off, Fay began kissing me back. She opened her mouth and I slipped my tongue inside.

      As the kiss continued, Fay turned around in my arms and pressed her chest into me. She wasn’t wearing a bra or bindings, which meant I could feel her inverted nipples through the fabric of our shirts, just barely. An electric sensation shot through my body at the tender elasticity of her chest. Her arms went around my waist and tightened, further emphasizing this feeling.

      When I finally pulled back for air, Fay gasped as if she’d been left breathless. I wasn’t much better. I reached up and placed a hand on her cheek. Fay leaned into it, closing her eyes as she placed her own hand against mine.

      “Let’s go to bed,” I whispered.

      “Okay,” Fay whispered back.

      Leading Fay by the hand, I went back over to the pile of pillows where Kari and Lin lay, completely oblivious to our conversation as they slept on.
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      We marched through Hovebrann. Judging by how we slept ten times during our journey, the trip must have taken around ten days, or so I assumed. It was still hard to judge time thanks to the never-changing blood-red sky and its single moon.

      Much of the terrain looked the same everywhere we went, a desolate wasteland—a space filled with cracked ground and jutting rocks—of skeletal remains. There were a few areas that also looked like they had once been forests. However, the trees had long since withered, their branches broken, their leaves gone. This land was dead. According to Hreidmar, it was like this because the Sekbeists devoured the natural resources of this world faster than the world could replenish them. Now nature could no longer replenish.

      Our group did run into a few Sekbeist patrols. It seemed the Sekbeists had people roaming the land in search of surviving Dweorgs. We took care of them easily enough. Our group might not be large, barely several hundred in total, but the patrols we ran into only consisted of about a dozen Sekbeists—and most of them were Grunts with a few Elites. We only encountered one Beast during our journey and there weren’t any Warlords.

      On the tenth day, we ended up in a land full of rolling hills. Our group stopped and set up camp, pitching tents that were more elaborate than anything we humans had. All of them were decorated and intricate. They weren’t shaped like squares or triangles either. Most of them used geometric shapes like pentagons, octagons, and one was even like a six-pointed star.

      Kari, Erica, Tungsten, and myself were given one tent, which was all the Dweorgs could afford to give us. It was at least large enough that we could sleep without being squashed together. That said, I wished we had our own tent. Ten days without sex sucked.

      After pitching up the tents, everyone used a strange device called a heating pad—which could emit heat without fire—to cook. I didn’t know how it worked. It looked just like a flat disc with runes etched into the surface to me.

      “I wonder how much longer it will be before we can return home,” Erica mused out loud.

      “Hopefully, we’ll be able to return some time tomorrow,” Kari said. “This has been an interesting experience, but I would like to go back home now.”

      “Yeah, exploring a new place is fun, but it gets exhausting if the journey lasts too long,” I agreed.

      We were sitting around one of those heating pads, which we used to both warm up and cook—or rather, Tungsten was cooking since it was his turn. I wasn’t sure what he was making. It looked like a stew.

      Kari and I were sitting on a rock. Since it was small, we sat with our thighs pressed together. Kari was using my shoulder as her pillow as she leaned into me, and I had wrapped my arm around her waist. The heat from her body comforted my nerves, which had begun fraying after spending so much time in this realm.

      Erica sat several meters away and gave us an envious look.

      “Food is ready,” Tungsten grunted as he ladled several spoonfuls of food into a set of bowls, handing one to each of us.

      We ate quietly, keeping our thoughts to ourselves. The food was bland but at least edible. One of the things I couldn’t wait for upon returning home was eating an actual decent meal. Even the food in that Dweorg tavern hadn’t been that great, though the mead was good.

      As we ate, footsteps reached us, causing our group to look up as a Dweorg in Mythril armor sauntered up to our group. He tapped the butt of his poleaxe against the ground once.

      “King Hreidmar has requested yer presence. We’re about te begin the war council.”

      We had been expecting him to request us, though we assumed he’d give us a little more time to relax. It seemed that wouldn’t be the case.

      Since time appeared to be of the essence, the four of us quickly polished off our relatively tasteless meal, set our bowls aside, and stood up.

      “Lead the way,” I said with a gesture toward the Dweorg. The small man nodded and turned around, walking back the way he’d come, but now with us following behind him. He led us to a tent, one about four times larger than our own, and shaped like a trapezoid. The Dweorg opened the flaps and beckoned us inside.

      It wasn’t just Hreidmar inside of the tent. There were six other Dweorgs standing before him. Each one wore Mythril armor and carried a weapon. I was still getting used to picking up the distinctions between individuals so I couldn’t tell the differences between them yet. I judged each person by their hair color. There was a blond, a brunette, a pair of redheads, someone with black hair, and an older Dweorg with white hair. At the head of this assembly was Hreidmar, and situated between him and the other six was a table with a map spread across it and a compass sitting on the map.

      “Ye’ve arrived,” Hreidmar said. “Sorry fer interruptin’ yer meal. Given the situation, I thought it would be best if we came up with a plan now rather than later.”

      “It is no trouble,” Kari responded with a light smile. “You are correct. We have little time left and should focus on creating a solid plan for our upcoming battle.”

      Hreidmar nodded before gesturing to the map. “This is a map o’ our city. Even if the Sekbeists have made their own adjustments, it should be good enough te use as a reference guide. Hovebrann is built against a mountain. The surrounding buildings outside of the mountain are where the townspeople lived. Inside o’ the mountain is where our forges and castle lie. That castle is where the Warp Gate is located. Te reach it, we have no choice but te storm in through the front.”

      A rather straightforward plan, but I realized we didn’t have much choice here. On the other hand…

      “Is that the only way in?” I asked. “Are there no secret passages we can use?”

      Hreidmar shifted. “There be a few, but they aren’t large enough te let our people enter that way.”

      “But if we took a small detachment to sneak in through the secret passage, we could take out their forces from the inside,” I explained. “I’m assuming the castle entrance has a gate to guard against intrusion, correct? That being the case, a frontal assault would take a long time and result in the loss of many of our forces.”

      While the six Dweorgs looked aghast that I was lecturing their king, Hreidmar merely stroked his beard before nodding several times.

      “Ye bring up a good point,” he mumbled. “It is a viable option, but first, we need a plan te free the Dweorgs that have been enslaved.” Pointing his left index finger at a section of buildings that looked like housing units or maybe barracks, he spoke again. “Our scouts have reported that the survivors who were enslaved are bein’ held here. They’re bein’ used fer manual labor right now. Accordin’ te the information we’ve received, the enslaved Dweorgs are being guarded by four squadrons of thirteen Sekbeists. Most o’ them are just small-fry, but each squadron is led by an Elite. The entire battalion is further commanded by a Beast.”

      “So we’ll have te divide our forces once we get inside,” one of the other Dweorgs, the blond one, mused with a frown. “The main force will attack the castle gate, and the other force will free our enslaved brethren.”

      “It sounds like we’ll be stretched thin,” the brunette said.

      “Our forces number two hundred,” Hreidmar said. “This is not includin’ non-combatants, which increases our numbers to one thousand. We’ll send fifty o’ our men over te free the slaves, while the rest clear out the city and make their way te the castle gates.” He glanced over at us. “Ye four are gonna sneak in through the secret passage. I’ll be goin’ with ye.”

      “Yer Highness,” one of the redheads suddenly interrupted, “are ye sure that’s wise? Should ye not be at the head o’ our battalion? We need you te lead us.”

      “More importantly than leadin’, what we need is someone who knows where te secret passage is and can get us inside,” Hreidmar refuted. “Someone has te lead these four so they don’t get lost. I’m te only one who knows how te navigate that passage, which means no one else can do it.”

      “That… is true,” one of the men mumbled. “But still…”

      “No ‘buts,’” Hreidmar admonished, a stern look on his gruff face. “It’s more important te get those gates open than it is fer me te lead ye into battle. We’re not fightin’ te beat back an enemy. We’re fightin’ te survive.”

      None of the six Dweorgs could say anything to refute his words. They hung their heads silently, conceding defeat to their king, who then turned his gaze toward us.

      “This battle will be hardest on ye four,” he said. “I am sorry fer putting most of the burden on ye.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Erica said with a breezy wave of her hand. “If anything, we are grateful to you. We would never have figured out a way to get home without your help. That’s why we don’t mind helping out and giving your people a chance to escape this realm and lead a new life in ours.”

      “We thank ye,” Hreidmar said.

      The battle planning continued, but most of it involved how the Dweorg forces would be divided, which forces would attack which installations. It sounded like there were new fortifications that had been built around Hovebrann, including several watchtowers and a massive rampart. Before we could even think of sneaking through the secret passage, we needed to enter the city by busting through the battlement.

      “That rampart is goin’ te be a real problem,” the black-haired Dweorg said. “It’s crudely built, but it’s still sturdy enough that we can’t just bust it down.”

      “What if we destroyed the gate?” asked Erica. “I have an A-rank Spiritual Fire Technique called Ascending Phoenix, which surrounds my body with fire hot enough to melt even steel.”

      “That won’t work here,” Hreidmar announced. “Those gates are made of Mythril. Unless yer flames are hot enough te match the temperatures of a volcano, ye won’t be able te melt through it, and even if ye did have flames that hot, it would take several hours te melt it all the way through.”

      “What about the wall itself?” I asked. “What’s that made of?”

      “Just standard stone,” the redhead said.

      “Are there any weak points in the rampart?” asked Kari. “Maybe if there’s a section that is weaker than the others, we can somehow break through it.”

      Hreidmar and the other Dweorgs looked at each other, but it seemed none of them knew whether there was a section like that or not. That being the case, we couldn’t count on a plan that relied on breaking down the rampart by attacking its weak point, which meant…

      “What if we have a small group climb up the wall?” suggested Tungsten. “We can have a small group of two or three people scale the rampart and then open the gates from the inside. That will be our moment to charge in. Of course, we’ll need to keep the Sekbeists distracted so the group we send in can do their job. If we launch a frontal assault to make it look like we’re charging the gate, it will divert the Sekbeists’ attention to us, giving this small group a chance to scale the wall without being spotted.”

      Hreidmar and the other Dweorgs acknowledged that it was a good plan, and even I was slightly impressed, though the plan itself was actually quite simple. That said, while everyone agreed that it was the most viable plan available, there was one problem.

      “Who is going to be in the group that goes in and opens the gate?” asked Erica.

      No one spoke for a while. I looked at Hreidmar and the six Dweorg commanders. All of them seemed uncertain over who to send on this nearly suicidal task. When I saw the expressions they wore, I looked over to Kari. She was looking at me. More than likely, she had been staring at me ever since Erica asked her question. I knew what that look meant.

      I nodded at her.

      “We will do it,” Kari said, gesturing to herself and me.

      “Are you sure?” asked Tungsten. “This is going to be a dangerous task.”

      “I’m sure,” she said. “Eryk and I have experience scaling walls and cliffs anyway, so I’m confident we can pull it off, and you two have already seen how good we are in a fight.”

      “That is true.” Erica was nodding along with Kari’s words. “In that case, we shall leave this matter to you.”

      With the decision made, the war council was dismissed. It was late, or so Hreidmar said, and he told everyone to get some sleep. Our group of four traveled back to our tent and slipped inside. The tent was small and didn’t have anything except several sleeping bags.

      After the four of us removed our armor, leaving ourselves in the clothes we wore underneath it, we slipped into our sleeping bags. Tungsten and Erica had their own, but Kari and I were sharing one. We lay on our side, facing each other. Our feet were entangled and our foreheads were touching as we stared into the other person’s eyes.

      “So it all ends tomorrow, huh?” I said softly.

      “Seems that way,” Kari murmured, eyelids fluttering.

      “I can’t wait to get home.”

      “Me neither.”

      Pausing for a moment to admire the woman who looked ready to fall asleep, I asked, “What do you want to do when we return?”

      “Meet up with everyone from the Explorer’s Guild and celebrate,” Kari said with a yawn. “And then… I think… after that… I want to have… a baby.”

      I nodded along with her. “Yeah. I think we deserve to celebrate after all this and—wait. What?”

      I tacked on my question at the end and focused completely on Kari, expecting an explanation to her last statement, but I received none. Her eyes were closed, her breathing deep and even, making me sigh.

      Kari had already fallen asleep.
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      The next morning, I woke up entangled in the arms, legs, and tail of three women. Fortunately, this was how we’d gone to bed, so none of them were angry with me upon waking up. That said, I was kicked out of the room so they could get dressed. That was natural since Kari and Fay were still against letting me see them naked. I didn’t let it bother me as I went to my own bedroom and changed as well.

      What I changed into was the same clothing I usually wore, the outfit that Fay had first bought me. I had others now, but this one had sentimental value. It was the first gift I had received after going back in time.

      Grabbing my pack, which contained the tent, futon, and other supplies, I made it back to Kari’s room.

      Kari, Fay, and Lin were dressed by the time I returned. Lin was wearing the simple and skimpy outfit she’d bought with Kari during their first shopping trip. I had to admit, the simple red fabric that wrapped around her chest in an X-pattern, the red skirt tied off to the side, and the bits of golden jewelry dangling from her wrist, neck, and waist fit her well. Kari, meanwhile, was wearing a white and blue blouse, black stockings, and brown boots that went up to the middle of her thighs. Over it was light leather armor: a chestplate and vambraces. On the other hand, Fay was wearing an outfit that looked very much like the female version of my clothes. She also had her gauntlets on.

      “Looks like everyone is ready,” I said.

      “This princess is prepared.”

      “I’ve been ready since yesterday.”

      “I’m still a little nervous, but I’m also ready.”

      The three of them announced their readiness in their own way, which caused me to nod.

      Of course, we didn’t go off to the meeting point right away. While we did have to meet Catalyna and her group early in the morning, we could afford to have breakfast first. That was why we ate a quick meal in the kitchen instead of the dining room. The chef prepared us some porridge with dried fruits and nuts—except for Lin, who got skewered meat. Once we finished breakfast, we exited the Imperial Royal Palace via the front door.

      Several people were waiting for us.

      I eyed Empress Hilda as she stood with her three husbands and three sons behind her. Each father was standing beside the son they had helped sire. Valence stood beside Earland, Rainer was next to Mykkel, and Dante was yawning as he stood beside an exhausted Geirolf. That made me wonder how long the boy had stayed up training last night. He’d still been training when I wandered back to Kari’s bedroom.

      Empress Hilda stepped up to us, dressed in a white gown that looked simple at first glance, but I could tell it was made from the finest material. She stopped in front of Kari and placed a hand on her daughter’s cheek. The look in her eyes was… resigned. It was the look of a parent who finally realized their child had flown from the nest.

      “You’ve grown up so much in the last month,” Empress Hilda said.

      “M-Mother?” Kari seemed confused as she stuttered, blinking several times.

      Empress Hilda’s smile seemed both proud and melancholy. “My only desire as your mother was to make sure you were safe. I thought it was for the best, which was why I didn’t allow you to leave Nevaria after you were attacked by Demon Beasts back then, but seeing how happy you are as you prepare to head off on an adventure, I can now recognize that I made a mistake. I’m sorry for not realizing this sooner.”

      “Oh… no, it’s… okay.” Kari, unable to figure out what to say, grasped at straws as she sought the words that wouldn’t come. All she could do was mumble.

      “I hope you enjoy this trip.” Empress Hilda paused and took a deep breath. “But also, I hope you do not overexert yourself. Please remain safe and come back.”

      It took her a while to respond, but Kari eventually nodded several times, sniffling just a little as she sucked up some suspicious moisture around her eyes. She presented her mom with a brilliant smile as she said, “Don’t worry. I will.”

      That seemed to satisfy Empress Hilda, who took a step back. She then glanced in my direction. “I expect you to watch after my daughter.”

      “You can count on me,” I said.

      “You can count on us,” Fay corrected.

      “This princess will make sure everyone comes home safely,” Lin added, thumping her chest with a fist.

      Wearing an expression of satisfaction, Empress Hilda allowed our group to leave after saying her goodbyes. The people behind her offered their own words of goodbye. They were simple platitudes, but I believed they made Kari happy. The only one who didn’t say goodbye to us was Geirolf, whose baleful stare as he drilled a hole into my head with his eyes made me remember my conversation with Mykkel yesterday.

      Because we had Lin with us, we couldn’t use a carriage. That meant we had to walk down the path that curved around the mountain, and then trek across Nevaria until we reached the north gate. It took about three hours to walk that distance. When we arrived, there were already eight people present.

      I didn’t recognize most of these people. However, I did know Catalyna and Marko Kriger, who stood at the head of this group. When our group of four arrived, they quickly spotted us, and while Catalyna smiled and waved us over, Marko sneered at me as though I’d committed a personal crime against him.

      “We’re not late, are we?” I asked as we stopped before the blonde woman.

      Catalyna tossed her hair over her shoulder, placed her hands on her hips, and smiled. “Not at all. We’re still waiting for a few more people to arrive.”

      “How large is our group?” asked Kari.

      “We have a total of twenty people coming along.”

      I did a quick headcount of the people present. Including myself, Kari, Fay, Lin, Catalyna, and Marko, there were six other people, making for a grand total of twelve. That meant we needed to wait for eight more people to arrive.

      Setting my pack down, I stood beside the girls and spoke with them. Kari did most of the talking. She was pretty pumped about the idea of going into the Demon Beast Mountain Range again, and even more excited that we’d be exploring some ruins this time. Fay, by contrast, looked and sounded a lot less certain. She smiled and nodded along with Kari’s enthusiastic chatter but never offered her own opinions. On the other hand, Lin was forced to deal with Marko.

      “I had no idea you would be coming with us,” Marko said as he sidled up to the Lamia.

      “Darling is going, so why would this princess not accompany him?” asked Lin, wearing a frown as she stared at the man. I wondered if I should do something. I wanted to pull her to my side and tell Marko to back off, but I also knew we couldn’t really afford to start anything here.

      “Darling.” Marko frowned, glanced at me, and then back at Lin. “I have noticed that you are always calling Eryk by that nickname. Why is that? Just what is your relationship with him?”

      “Darling is this princess’s husband, obviously.”

      “W-what?!”

      I almost snorted when the man shouted, causing everyone else to look in his direction. The man’s face had grown red as he looked between me and Lin. He raised a quivering finger and began pointing at us.

      “B-but I thought… I mean, Eryk and Kari… weren’t they…?” He tried to say something, but it was like he had so many questions that he couldn’t figure out which one to ask first.

      “Eryk is courting all three of us.” Kari was the one who answered him. Fay’s cheeks turned scarlet at those words, especially when several people looked her way.

      “All three of you? At the same time?” Marko froze solid like he’d been encased in a block of ice. His already pale face drained of blood, becoming whiter than a sheet.

      While Marko looked like someone had just announced the end of the world, Catalyna was looking at our group with undisguised interest. She tapped her jagged longsword against the stone road. The metallic tink, tink, tink came from not just the sword touching the ground, but also from the segmented joints in her metal armor clicking together.

      “I had a feeling that was the case,” she said. “So the three of you have decided to let Eryk court you at the same time? That’s a little unorthodox. Normally, when one wishes to have multiple spouses, it is common practice to court one person at a time.”

      “I’ve never been one to conform to what most people would consider common sense,” I said with a shrug.

      Catalyna smiled. “That does indeed seem to be the case.”

      “I personally believe this method of courting works out for the best,” Kari admitted. “There are some extenuating circumstances concerning our relationship, but I believe the good that has come from this far outweighs the bad.”

      “Is that so? Well, it does seem like all four of you get along well,” Catalyna admitted, an interested gleam in her vibrant eyes. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, and I honestly didn’t care to know. At that instant, Marko had become unfrozen from his shock and looked ready to say something, but just before he could, several more people arrived.

      I didn’t recognize most of them, but one of the eight who showed up, a broad-shouldered young man with blond hair wearing Nevarian Spiritualist armor, was none other than Finn Søkere, a man who’d fought Fay in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament and lost. The other seven were wearing mismatched armor. I would have assumed they were mercenaries, but the armor they had on was polished to a shine and obviously expensive. Nobles then.

      “It looks like everyone is here.” Catalyna clutched her sword tightly in one hand, placed her other hand on her hip, and gave the group a broad smile. “All right, everyone! Now that we are all gathered, it’s time for us to get moving. We’ll be using a standard formation with our strongest up front and in back. Eryk, I’d like you and your group to guard the rear. Myself and Marko will be taking point. Those who have a water affinity and specialize in healing should remain in the middle. Everyone else, your job is to protect those healers in the event of a Demon Beast attack.”

      From the moment everyone appeared, Catalyna had taken charge and begun issuing orders on their marching formation. She spoke with confidence. I could tell from how well she gave orders that she had a lot of experience when it came to this sort of situation. She’d probably traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range many times.

      “This woman is very talented,” Fay muttered with a frown. “I can see now why I lost to her.”

      Withholding a sigh as I realized her self-confidence was going down, I reached out and grabbed her hand. It was covered in the gauntlet, but she still looked at me as though she could feel my warmth through it.

      “You wouldn’t lose to her now,” I said firmly.

      “I… yes.”

      “Fay, you should have more confidence in yourself,” Kari added as she and Lin came up on Fay’s other side. “I’ve been training with you for over a month now, so I know how strong you are, and I’m pretty sure Catalyna has nothing on you now.”

      “Perhaps,” Fay muttered, though she was unwilling to completely agree with our assessment. Kari and I glanced at each other and then released soft sighs in unison.

      “Okay, everyone! Let’s get a move on!” Catalyna ordered.

      After giving the Nevarian Spiritualists guarding the gate the letter of authority that would let us pass, the north gate slowly opened with a loud creak, and our group of twenty proceeded through it. As we moved, I felt a pair of eyes on me. I looked around for a moment, but I couldn’t figure out who was staring at us. It wasn’t Marko, who had been forced up front with Catalyna, but that jealous stare was definitely something I now recognized after being subjected to it for so long.

      It wasn’t until I caught sight of narrowed blue eyes looking at me from the center of our formation that I realized who it was. Finn. I sighed. It looked like another person disliked me because of my relationship to one of these three girls. I wondered which of the three this young man fancied, but I put it out of my mind. Our journey was just about to begin.
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      Skygge stood on the second floor of a building located next to the north gate. He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed as he watched the gates open and the group of promising young Spiritualists march through.

      “Ke ke ke. It looks like they are leaving.”

      Turning away from the group, Skygge looked at the people with him. Most of them were simple mercenaries, easy to distinguish because of their dinged and scratched armor. Only a few of the really successful mercenaries possessed well-maintained armor. Sadly, the ones who were successful also had a good reputation within Nevaria, and they wouldn’t tarnish that reputation just to earn some extra valis.

      Among the group of ten mercenaries was a tall man with densely packed muscles. His broad chest and shoulders were covered in metal armor. The thick breastplate gleamed even within the low lighting, and his pauldrons moved into a set of segmented armor that covered most of his arms. He didn’t wear any shirt, and his breastplate only covered his chest, meaning his abdominal muscles were on display. The black pants that he wore were tucked into a pair of brown boots with greaves attached to them.

      “If they are leaving, then it is time for us to enact our plan,” Torgny said with a stony face. “We will follow them from a distance, wait until they are far enough away that they can’t return to Nevaria, and then summon a horde of Demon Beasts to attack them.”

      Ever since Torgny had lost to Eryk Veiger, he’d become a lot more moody and solemn. Skygge had even heard that the man had gone deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range to train. Looking at him now, it was easy to see that he’d grown stronger. Skygge could feel the repressed Spiritual Power leaking out from the young man’s body. It was vastly more powerful than before.

      “Ke ke ke. That is indeed the plan.” Skygge paused. “And what of Eryk Veiger? There is a chance he will be able to escape from such an entrapment.”

      “If he does, then I will deal with him myself,” Torgny growled at the name of his most hated enemy. “I will not allow myself to be defeated by his hands ever again.”

      “Very well. Ke ke ke.” Skygge didn’t think this man could defeat Eryk Veiger, but he didn’t particularly care either. He turned around again, looking at the girl who was crouched in a corner of the room, appearing as though she wanted to be anywhere besides there. “Are you ready, Dyr? The opening act to your debut is now starting.”

      The girl, who had dark brown skin, brown eyes, and messy hair, looked up at Skygge with an expression that made it seem like she was begging for mercy. This caused him to cackle some more.

      “Now, now. Don’t give me that look. This is the reason you were created. I’m just having you fulfill my master’s purpose. Even if you tried to resist, it wouldn’t make a difference. I’ll just force your power to activate like I did the last time.”

      Dyr looked down and a few tears leaked from her eyes and splashed to the floor.

      
        
        ~To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior Vol. 6! I hope you enjoyed immensely!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review to help other potential readers make a decision on whether to read this story or not. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach many readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime kiddies.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello! It’s Brandon Varnell again. Thank you all for reading WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior volume 6. I hope you enjoyed it. If you did like reading this volume, please consider writing a review for it. Reviews are the life blood of a book. Books that don’t have many reviews are quickly forgotten because no one thinks they are worth reading.

      Volume 6 is another slow one. It picks up immediately where volume 5 left off. Eryk reunites with his lovely ladies and their quest through the Demon Beast Mountain Range continues, but with Dyr now in tow.

      Dyr is a mysterious woman who will play a larger role in Act II. I have left some clues about her origins and a few subtle hints that she’s a lot more than she appears. My hope is you’ll all have an idea about who she is and what her purpose will be, but you won’t truly figure it out until the big plot reveal closer to the end of this act. Well, that’s my hope. I’m a bit worried my hints were too obvious.

      While the present timeline is proceeding at the pace of a very enthusiastic snail, the past timeline has become blisteringly fast. You may have noticed the cover this time featured future Eryk and Kari. That is because right now the past timeline is more important than the present.

      I explained why I have two separate timelines in a different afterword, so I won’t get into that. What I want to talk about are the Sekbeist.

      I introduced the Sekbeist way back in volume 3. If you’ve been reading the past timeline, you may remember those ruins where Eryk and Kari saved several women who had been kidnapped? Yeah. Those were Sekbeist. While that was my first introduction of them, the Sekbeist have actually played a role in my story since volume 1. I’ll leave it to you to work out what role they played. Suffice to say, Sekbeist are the main reason my past timeline is so important.

      The form of narration I’m using is called a non-linear narrative. It’s a form of non-linear writing that jumps between different periods of time. The most famous use of this is probably the movie Pulp Fiction by Quentin Tarantino. My use of a non-linear narrative probably isn’t as good as Mr. Tarantino’s, but I am hoping that once everything comes together, everyone will have a moment of clarity where they go, “Oh! So that’s why Brandon wrote his story like this!”

      Before I head off, I’d like to give more last minute thanks you.

      Thank you, Crystal Holdefer for being my copy editor. She’s been with me since American Kitsune volume 4 and has a great understanding of my writing style. She really helps me clean up the mess that is my writing. I’m glad she’s stuck with me all this time.

      I also want to thank Mykel Ferguson for being my artist. Her artwork is super sexy and cute. I feel like her art has only gotten better with time, and I hope to continue working with her on this series.

      Finally, thank you readers. You are the key component in all this. I could never do what I do without you, and I want you to know how incredibly grateful I am for your continued support. If I could, I would pluck the moon from the sky and give it to you. Since I can’t, please settle for all the fine ass I show you in this story. I hope you will join me in WIEDERGEBURT Volume 7!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

      If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to and subscribe today!
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        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. See the American Kitsune Manga as it’s created!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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