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Chapter 1



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part I








Immediately after traveling
 through Demon Beast Pass, our group made it to the Demon Beast Mountain Range, named such only because of the mountains surrounding it and not because it was actually a mountain range. The Demon Beast Mountain Range was a large expanse of land consisting of every type of terrain imaginable, from deep forests and massive lakes to wide valleys and craggy deserts. If I looked further into the distance, I could see Mount Himmellyn, so tall that its peaks disappeared into the clouds.

We first traveled through a forest. It was the same one I had gone through with Fay, Lin, Kari, and her brothers when we journeyed to Nymph Lake.

The bridge that spanned the chasm had been repaired. I didn’t know how, but I guessed there was a Spiritualist capable of leaping the near twenty-meter distance to fix the other side—perhaps someone with the wind element. It was still the same rickety bridge as last time, but the planks and rope were brand new. At Catalyna’s command, we crossed over the bridge in groups of two. When it was our turn, Fay and Lin went first, followed by Kari and me.

“Everyone! We’re traveling northeast,” Catalyna informed us. “We’ll be using the same formation as before. Be sure to keep your guard up and be careful. This route does not have any paths to follow.”

“This woman is a really talented leader,” I admitted as our group walked in the rear.

“Do you like strong women who can lead?” asked Fay.

“If by that, you’re asking whether or not I have a preference for strong women who can lead, then I would have to say not really.” Not only Fay, but also Kari and Lin were staring at me with questioning eyes, causing me to shrug. “I don’t dislike women who are also brilliant leaders. It’s just not a prerequisite or a particular part of my preferences one way or the other. Honestly, the women I like happen to be the ones right here.”

I stared at all three girls so there could be no question as to who I was talking about. While Kari and Lin both appeared inordinately pleased by my response, smiling so wide I thought their faces would split in half, Fay flushed a pretty shade of pink and looked away. That was amusing. She’d gone after me with such confidence and passion when I wasn’t courting her, but now that we were finally together, she was acting kind of meek. It was cute.

This was probably what it meant to be all attack and no defense. Fay, for all her bravado, couldn’t respond to someone giving her affection very well. Even last night, when I’d held her in my arms and kissed her, she’d been hesitant and shy, only responding after I’d been a little forceful.

“You really know how to make a girl feel wanted,” Kari said, fluttering her eyelashes in a manner that I was positive had been purposefully silly.

Chuckling just a little, I tried to sound nonchalant as I responded, “We’ve been together for over a month now. If I didn’t at least know how to do that, I would be a failure as a man, wouldn’t I?”

“Hm. This is true.” As she giggled, Kari walked close to me and touched my arm. She normally would have hugged it to her ample chest—something I admit I would have thoroughly 
enjoyed—but since we were in the Demon Beast Mountain Range and had to be capable of responding to a Demon Beast attack, she held herself back.

However, as she stared at me with those warm, loving eyes, I felt a hard stare drilling into my head. It caused me to look away and seek out the source. Of course, it was Finn Søkere. He stood closer to the middle of our group, but also near the back. When he realized I was looking at him, the ugly glare vanished, replaced with a smile. He nodded as though acknowledging me and then turned back around.

I frowned.

“Is something wrong?” Lin asked as she came up to my other side. Kari was also staring at me in concern.

“Nothing big,” I replied. “It just looks like someone might be jealous of me. That’s… well, it’s really nothing new.” Tilting my head, I looked at each of the girls in turn. “The only thing I’m wondering is which one of you is making him jealous.”

Kari, Fay, and Lin were all gorgeous in different ways. Kari was the classic beauty with her lovely hair that looked to be spun from threads of gold silk, large breasts, thin waist, and wide hips. She was like those innocent and pure maidens spoken of in old stories of heroism and romance. Meanwhile, Fay was her opposite, a seductive firebrand with narrow eyes and fiery red hair. People would have described her appearance as being passionate and sexual, though her personality was the literal opposite of what her appearance suggested. The juxtaposition between her personality and appearance just added to her charm.

While the two of them were the possessors of bodies I felt sure most men would have called erotic, Lin was a little different. Kari and Fay both had perfect hourglass figures. On the other hand, Lin’s bust was quite modest. She was by no means flat, but her chest was just enough to fill my hand and then some. It was incredibly charming. Combine her modest 
breasts with her dark skin, longer than normal ears, snake tail, and exotic features, and you had a woman who easily matched Fay and Kari when it came to her appearance. It was just a completely different sort of beauty from other women.

This was how I thought of it at least. I would admit I was somewhat biased.

“Should we keep our guard up?” asked Fay.

I thought about that for a moment, then slowly shook my head. “I don’t think there’s a need to. No one is going to be stupid enough to attack us on a dangerous expedition through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. That’s just asking for trouble.”

“True.” Kari nodded. “If they attacked us, or even just you, not only would it cause discord within our ranks, but it could attract the attention of Demon Beasts.”

There were many types of Demon Beasts in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, from Dire Wolves who hunted in packs to Crystal Snakes that traveled alone and ambushed prey from above. They had many ways of scenting us out too. Dire Wolves had a great sense of smell and hearing. Crystal Snakes saw everything by their body heat. Some might be attracted by sounds or scents, while others were sensitive to bloodlust. That was why it was important to move cautiously when journeying through the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

“Even if you say that, perhaps this princess should keep an eye on whoever is glaring at you... just to make sure that idiot doesn’t try anything funny.” Lin looked over at the group of people in front of us, golden eyes narrowing, and I wondered if she actually knew who’d been glaring at me despite how I didn’t say anything.

“You can do that, but there are other things we need to focus on that are more important.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’re currently on an expedition, so we need to make sure we’re at the top of our game and not getting 
distracted.”

While she looked like she wanted to argue, Lin reluctantly nodded. “This princess understands. You have a good point.”

“Right.” I smiled and removed my hand. “Now, let’s catch up to the others. We’re lagging behind.”
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We ran into a number of Demon Beasts. Most of them were small fry, though, and easily dealt with. In fact, I didn’t even need to do anything. The few Demon Beasts that attacked our rear guard were mere D and C-Ranks, which Kari, Fay, and Lin could take care of on their own. Once they realized how easily they were able to defeat the Demon Beasts that attacked us, the three of them rotated who fought.

After crossing the bridge, our group began heading northeast, which took us into a large valley surrounded by tall mountains. There was no set path through this area. Our group was reliant on Catalyna and the map she had discovered on her last expedition. I wasn’t completely sure of her map reading skills, but the woman appeared confident as she decisively led us without a hint of hesitation.

By the time we had reached the valley, the sun was growing dim; I could just barely see it disappearing behind the mountains. Still at the head of our procession, Catalyna turned to all of us and began barking out orders.

“We’ll be setting up camp here for the night. Everyone, prepare your respective tents. Once you’re done, I’ll send a group of you to gather food and another to get some wood to create a fire.”

“I guess that means it’s time to get out our tent.” Kari was beaming as she stared at the pack strapped to my back. I thought I could see stars in her eyes, but… that must have just been my imagination. “I can’t wait to try it out. Sleeping in a 
tent sounds like a lot of fun.”

“This princess thinks it sounds cold. Who would want to sleep in a tent?” Lin muttered, frowning as she crossed her arms.

“You only say that because you’re cold-blooded.” Kari chidingly wagged her finger at Lin, her smile still in place. It looked like she might start tsking. “Tents retain heat well and allow us to have some privacy while outdoors. And even if it didn’t, you won’t have to worry about your temperature dropping. That’s why we bought the large futon instead of a sleeping bag for each person. All four of us are going to be sharing body heat with you, so you shouldn’t get cold.”

“That does sound pleasant,” Lin admitted.

“Before you begin talking about how amazing our tent is, why don’t you two help us out?” Fay said as I took the pack off and set it on the ground. I pulled out the two smaller bags that contained the parts needed for the tent. One bag had the tarp all rolled up, while the other contained the stakes, metal poles, and cords that would be used to tie the tent down.

The tent came with a ground sheet that we needed to spread across a patch of flat land that was well-drained and had enough soil to drive our stakes into. After spreading out the ground sheet, we placed the canvas on top, then drove the first support pole into the ground. After, we anchored the guy line by having one of us hold it down, and drew the guy line tight over the top of the first pole, hooked it with the tent stake, and drove the stake into the ground. Then we repeated this process with the other support poles.

It had been a long time since I set up a tent, which I hadn’t done since Kari and I were members of the Explorers Guild in my previous life. However, it didn’t take too long to set up—about twenty minutes, I’d say. The time went by even faster because the four of us kept a constant stream of chatter going, though it was mostly the girls talking while I listened.

“Huh… there are a lot more steps to setting up a tent than I thought,” Kari said.

“Well, it is a big tent,” Fay replied. “It looks like we’re actually the last ones to finish too.”

Lin sighed. “This princess is beginning to wonder if we needed such a large tent.”

“We do if we want all four of us to fit inside! That tail of yours is quite large.”

“You have a point, Big Sister. Ugh. This princess has a very long body.”

“Don’t look so depressed. I think your snake tail is cute.”

It was true that everyone had already finished by the time we were done, and it looked like Catalyna had already handed out orders to a lot of the people present. In fact, I only now realized after we finished setting up that the camp was a little empty. We walked up to the woman after noticing this and asked her what she wanted us to do next.

“So you four are finally finished setting up your tent, huh?” She eyed the gigantic tent that literally towered over the others. Most of the tents were smaller, meant to fit, at most, two people. “You four… are planning on sleeping together?”

“That much should be obvious,” I said. “We wouldn’t have gotten such a large tent if that wasn’t the case.”

“I suppose so.” Shrugging like it didn’t matter to her, Catalyna turned back to the four of us, placed her hands on her hips, and handed out our orders. “Since you guys are the last to finish, I’m going to have you all cook for us. Marko is leading a team to catch some food. You’ll cook whatever he catches.”

“That’s fine,” I replied.

“I guess we’ll leave this to Eryk then,” Kari added.

Fay nodded. “Eryk can cook for everyone.”

“This princess has faith in your cooking ability,” Lin said with an imperious nod.

“Gee. Thanks for expressing such confidence in me, even though I know you three just don’t want to cook yourselves.” When they gave me an innocent look, I tugged on my bangs and smiled despite myself. “Well, you three did take care of all the Demon Beasts on the way here, so I guess it’s only fair that I at least do something to carry my own weight.”

Since it was apparently my job to cook, I went back to my pack, grabbed the seasonings I’d brought with me, and wandered over to where someone had lit a fire. A person was already sitting there. Finn Søkere looked up at me when I approached. There was a brief flash of killing intent that burst from him, but it was quickly smothered, and he smiled as I crouched down.

“Come to warm yourself up?” he asked.

“No. I’m on cooking duty,” I said with a shake of my head.

Finn looked startled. “You know how to cook?”

“A person can’t live on their own and not learn at least the basics of cooking.” I shrugged.

“Yes, I suppose that is true.” Finn stood. Maybe it was just the light from the fire playing off his face, but his smile seemed distorted, ominous. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then.”

He didn’t even wait for me to respond before about facing and walking off. Feeling a frown tug at my lips, I watched where he was going; the frown now on my face only grew when I saw him head over to Kari, Fay, and Lin.
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“Princess Kari.”

The greeting came from a handsome man with broad shoulders, blond hair, blue eyes, and the leather armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist. He’d come from the direction Eryk was in. As Kari turned her head and stared at the man, recognition flashed through her.

“You are… Finn Søkere, yes?” Kari asked.

“That is correct.” Finn offered a traditional bow from the waist. “I’m happy to know that you recognize me, even though we have never spoken before now.”

While she was unsure of why this man had decided to greet her, she put on the polite smile she always wore when dealing with people she didn’t know. “You battled against Fay during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. It’s only natural I would remember you.”

Perhaps she had said something wrong. For just a moment, the man’s eyes flashed in a way that seemed strangely menacing, but it happened so fast and disappeared so quickly that she wondered if she’d just been seeing things.

A kind smile appeared on his face.

“That is indeed correct.” He then glanced at Fay, the smile growing. “Even though I did my best, I was soundly trumped.”

“I was merely lucky,” Fay replied with a slight smile of her own. “You had completely negated my ability to use the Flash Step. It was only thanks to mere chance that I found a way around that to secure my victory.”

Finn rubbed his chin in a way that seemed philosophical or perhaps studious. “The Flash Step is that Spiritual Technique that lets you move at high speed, right? It is quite the fascinating technique.”

“Thank you. Eryk taught it to me.”

“Is that so? How nice of him.”

While Finn engaged Fay in conversation, Kari looked back toward the fire, where Eryk was talking to Marko and a squad of three others. It looked like they had managed to catch several dozen rabbits. Eryk took the food off their hands and began removing the fur, organs, bones, and other parts that couldn’t be eaten. He was using a flat stone for the process. After disposing of the guts, he began rubbing seasoning into the meat.

“Big Sister,” Lin suddenly said.

“Yes?”

Leaning over, Lin cupped a hand to her mouth and whispered into Kari’s ear. “Maybe this princess is just imagining things, but it seems like that man talking to Fay has been eyeing you this whole time.”

“Eyeing me?” Kari muttered, glancing quickly at Finn before turning back to Lin. He wasn’t looking at her and seemed to be deeply engaged in his conversation with Fay. “You think so? He seems to be more interested in talking to Fay than me.”

Lin shook her head. “He only looks like he is interested in talking to Fay. If you pay attention, you’ll see that his eyes are consistently on you. This princess suspects the only reason he is talking to Fay is because it provides him with an excuse to be near you without making it look like he is interested in you.”

Kari bit her lip as she wondered whether or not Lin’s words were correct, but just glancing at Finn didn’t reveal any of what Lin was saying. At the same time, she trusted the Lamia’s words. Of course, if Finn really was watching her, then it also meant he might be the person who had been showing hostile intent to Eryk. She would never forgive this man if that was the case.

The scent of sizzling fat and spices filled the air soon enough, providing Fay with an excuse to grab Kari and Lin and drag them away from Finn, who’d been talking her ear off. Kari was wondering if Finn had really been interested in her, or if Fay was the person he’d been eyeing. Those thoughts and more fled from her mind when Eryk handed her a bowl of braised rabbit. It looked like he had made a stew. The scent of the rabbit mixed with several herbs, spices, and vegetables caused her stomach to grumble.

After thanking him, Kari found a place to sit down with Lin and Fay that was far removed from the other people. She hoped to eat with just the two other girls; that hope was soon 
dashed when an armored figure sat down next to her. Fortunately, it wasn’t Finn, whom she first suspected. It was Catalyna.

“What are you three doing so far out from the camp?” she asked.

“This princess was hoping for some peace and quiet,” Lin responded. It was a comment that sounded kind of snide, but Lin was talking the same way she always did, leaving Kari to believe the words weren’t spoken out of malice.

Catalyna smiled. “You’ve got something of a mouth on you, huh?” When all Lin did was give her a quizzical look, she waved it off and gazed at all three of them. “Do you mind if I ask you girls a question?”

“You may,” Kari said for them all.

“What exactly drew all of you to Eryk Veiger?”

The question caused Fay to blush a bit, but Kari had grown past the point of blushing about every little thing people said about her and Eryk. She wasn’t sure how to answer that question, though. It wasn’t exactly something she actively thought about.

“This princess loves Darling’s strength and kindness,” Lin said, answering the question with ease. She picked the rabbit out of the stew and popped a piece into her mouth. After swallowing, she continued. “Darling is very strong, but he never uses that strength to hurt others and he’s humble about it. He’s protective and caring. Even when this princess had been stuck in the form of a snake, he didn’t treat her like something to be feared. This princess grew to love that caring side of Darling, which persisted even after he learned that she was a Lamia.”

“So it’s because he’s strong and kind.” Catalyna seemed to consider that for a moment, then looked at Kari and Fay. “What about you two? Is that also why you love him?”

“N-not completely, no.” Fay stuttered a little, but she 
coughed into her hand and tried not to blush as she answered next. “Certainly, his strength and kindness were what originally drew me to him, but if I had to say what I liked about him... I suppose it would be his determination and work ethic. Having trained with him for three months, I’ve come to really admire how he’s willing to work himself to the bone to achieve his goals. His courage in the face of danger and protective nature are also things I love about him.”

It came as something of a shock to her, but Kari realized she had never spoken about Eryk with Fay or Lin, nor had she asked them about why they loved him so much. If she was being honest, Kari had been having so much fun with them that their reasons simply hadn’t mattered to her.

“And what about you, Kari?” Catalyna suddenly turned to her. “What made you fall for him?”

Knocked from her thoughts, Kari composed herself, brow furrowing as she carefully thought about what she wanted to say. Her feelings for Eryk were not something she’d ever analyzed before. She’d fallen in love with him over the course of about two months, and it had been a slow realization rather than something she instantly recognized as love.

“I don’t think there was any specific thing that made me fall in love with him,” she began slowly. “When he and I first met, we just sort of clicked together. It felt like we were two pieces of the same puzzle. The days I spent with him in the library were absolutely blissful. Eryk is someone who makes me feel comfortable and safe, but just thinking about him also makes my heart race. I just… after getting to know him, I know he’s the one I want to be with for the rest of my life. That’s really all there is to it.”

It wasn’t until she met the wide-eyed stare of Catalyna that Kari realized she had said too much. While she’d gotten over her blushing fit a while back, thanks in no small part to Eryk’s constant stream of physical affection, she suddenly felt acutely 
aware of and embarrassed by her own words. At the same time, she didn’t take them back. They were the truth, after all.

“Those were some pretty powerful words,” Catalyna said at last, calming down enough to give her an appraising look. “I had no idea he meant that much to you. So you plan on marrying him, then?”

“I don’t know,” Kari answered in a soft voice. “The future isn’t set in stone. But what I can say is that if he asks for my hand in marriage, I certainly won’t say no.”

“And you two?” Catalyna turned to Fay and Lin. “Do you feel the same way?”

“This princess is already married to Darling,” Lin stated without hesitating.

Fay’s response was a bit slower. “I… certainly, I love Eryk a lot, but if you ask whether or not I would marry him? Well, I mean, it’s not as if I wouldn’t marry him… but… well…”

“I’m fairly positive Fay would also marry Eryk if he asked her,” Kari said for her. Fay didn’t say anything, mouth freezing while it was halfway open. She closed it as a deep redness slowly spread across her cheeks and ears, working its way down her neck and chest. While it was obvious that she was embarrassed, she didn’t deny what Kari said either.

“Hmm…” Catalyna hummed thoughtfully as she gazed at Eryk, who was now serving himself food after having served everyone else. “I don’t suppose you three would be willing to let me join you?”

“Not a chance,” Kari, Fay, and Lin responded with an immediate shutdown.
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Catalyna assigned people to take watch after everyone had their fill of food. There were twenty people, and the camp was spread out to cover about twelve square meters of space. She 
selected two people to take each watch. Watches would be done in two-hour shifts. If they slept for a standard eight hours, that meant eight of the twenty people would be taking watch. Shifts would be rotated each night so no one had to watch the camp two nights in a row.

Our group had been spared from having the first night watch, which meant all four of us could pile into our tent and sleep. While I was a little leery about having people I didn’t know or trust keep watch, I was at least comfortable enough in my own ability to sense danger that I didn’t request taking first watch myself. I’d know if we were under attack.

We spread out the large futon. It really was large at nearly one meter across and six meters long. That was more than enough space to fit all four of us. Though we had plenty of space, we still snuggled together, our primary purpose being, supposedly, to keep Lin warm. The Lamia was in the middle of our body pile, surrounded by us.

Lin was lying on her side, just like I was, and since we were both facing each other, she had snuggled her body against mine. Meanwhile, Kari was spooning Lin, while Fay spooned me. The redhead’s breast bindings were gone, so I could feel the elastic springiness of her chest pushing into my back. Lin’s tail was coiled around my legs.

I think I had fallen asleep for a while, but something woke me up. It took me a moment to figure out what I had woken up for. Then my bladder informed me of the reason.

I needed to take a leak.

After switching places with Fay, I stood up and stretched my arms. Fay was now frowning as she realized the warm back she had been snuggling against was gone, but then she wrapped her arms around Lin and buried her face in the Lamia’s hair. I couldn’t see exactly what was happening underneath the covers, but from the large, misshapen bulge, I could tell Lin had wrapped her tail around either Kari or Fay. 
Or both.
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We had gone to sleep wearing our underclothes, so I didn’t need to get dressed. I grabbed my Dragon’s Tail Ruler and stepped outside.

Wandering away from the camp, I found a good place to relieve myself behind several trees, undid my belt, and pulled my pants down a bit. I pulled my pants back up after answering nature’s call, but I paused just as I was about to head back to the tent.

The hairs on my arms prickled

Someone was watching me.

And they leaked ill-intent.

Just as my senses warned me of danger, a dark shadow swooped down from above. I leapt to the side, away from the tree I had been using to relieve myself, and was just in time to avoid a sword impaling the ground where I stood. The figure who’d fallen with the blade stood to their feet. Covered from head to toe in black, I could see nothing of this person.

“I don’t suppose you would be willing to tell me who you are if I asked?” I said. The figure didn’t respond. I released a sigh. “I figured as much.”

The figure held their sword in one hand. The blade was long and narrow, the guard circling around the wielder’s hand to protect them. I recognized the sword as a rapier, a relatively long-bladed weapon characterized by a protective hilt. It was a weapon used primarily for thrusting as opposed to slashing.

Observing what I could of this cloaked figure, I could tell from their posture and stance that they were male. His center of gravity was near his solar plexus, obvious in the way he stood, and his hands were larger than the average woman’s. That said, I couldn’t tell who this person was. All identifying features had been carefully concealed.

I glanced from the figure to my Dragon’s Tail Ruler. It was behind this person. I guessed my attacker wanted to separate me from my weapon. He probably wrongfully assumed I 
wasn’t as powerful without it.

As if the man had been waiting for some unspoken signal, he bent his knees and shot forward. I could pick up a slight Spiritual Pressure emanating from him. Light blue arcs of Spiritual Power danced under his feet, accelerating his body. It looked like he was using the lightning element to skate across the ground.

I twitched my right index finger.

A wellspring of Spiritual Power suddenly surged out from me as water congealed around my finger, turning into a long whip, which I sent forward. The man jerked his body away from my attack. He stumbled, then he caught himself, danced across the ground, and swung his rapier now coated in lightning. His weapon sliced right through the water whip.

That would have normally been the end of my attack. Indeed, had I been a normal Spiritualist, I would have been forced into close-range combat because Spiritual Techniques required movements to properly channel Spiritual Power. His Spiritual Lightning Technique was the same. It was activated by the act of skating across the ground, which directed lightning outward from the feet.

My attacker was probably under that impression.

He turned back to me and prepared to charge.

I smiled.

The water that had been flying through the air after it was cut suddenly agglomerated together in midair and turned into a long spear. With another burst of my Spiritual Power, the spear shot toward my attacker’s back. Sadly, it wasn’t as fast as lightning, and the cloaked figure must have had an incredible sense of spatial awareness. He stepped to the left, spun his blade to coat it in lightning, and turned to thrust it at the spear. His blade struck the tip, forcing the water to disperse.

However, in doing so, he left his back open.

I used the Flash Step to appear behind him before he could turn around. My original intent was to punch a hole through his back and kill him, but I was forced to change it when I saw his rapier coming at me from underneath his left arm. It looked like he’d spun the blade around and was attempting to impale me from behind.

Clicking my tongue, I knocked the blade aside with my left hand, then struck the man with the open palm of my right. My original intent to pierce his heart from behind was disrupted. Even so, the thunderous boom
 of my attack slamming into his back was a satisfying sound. That it was mixed with the strained cry of pain made me feel even better.

The sound of the man’s spine cracking was drowned out as my attack lifted him off his feet. He flew forward through the air and crashed into a tree, snapping the large trunk in half. The crash of the tree meeting into the ground was even louder than my strike to his back. He disappeared behind the now fallen tree.

As I was just about to walk over and confirm his death, shouting reached my ears. I stopped walking. Looking in the direction the shouting had come from, I found several lights getting closer to my location. A second later, Kari, Fay, and Lin appeared alongside Catalyna and several others.

“Darling!”

“Eryk!”

“What happened?! Are you okay?!”

The three girls rushed over, peppering me with all kinds of questions about my health and demanding I tell them what happened. My lips twitched as they fussed over me. I would admit, I took some guilty pleasure in their worry. It was… nice. Seeing them fret over me made me feel cared for.

I raised my hands and gestured for them to settle down. “I’m all right. Please don’t worry about me.”

“What happened?” asked Catalyna as she walked up to our 
group alongside Marko, who was glaring at me again. Great. Mean looks were just what I needed right now.

“I was attacked by someone dressed in a black cloak,” I said.

“What?!” Kari shouted. “You were attacked?! By who?!”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I didn’t get to see their face. And I didn’t think to use Spiritual Perception on them either. I only know that he had a lightning element.”

While Catalyna cupped a hand to her chin, Marko gave me a strange look that was half-glare, half-confused frown. Kari, Lin, and Fay, meanwhile, were coming up with their own theories on who might have attacked me.

“Do you think it’s someone in our group?” asked Fay.

“It could be… but I’d prefer not to think about that,” Kari said. “Casting suspicion on someone from our group could cause unrest, especially since we have no proof.”

“But if it really is someone traveling alongside us, then we should do something. Letting someone who would attack Darling go free does not sit well with this princess.” Lin crossed her arms as her long tongue flickered through the air. Her golden eyes were narrowed as she looked over at the fallen tree.

I also turned to the tree. Moving toward it, I looked at where the person who attacked me had fallen, but just as I had suspected, there was no one there.

My attacker had escaped.






Chapter 2



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part II








The assault
 on the front gate of Hovebrann had been launched. Hreidmar stood at the head of his army, small though it was, and charged toward the massive portcullis with an unrelenting battle cry. Erica and Tungsten charged alongside him. Their longer legs allowed them to easily keep stride with the much stouter Dweorgs.


Of course, the Sekbeists defending the gate had no intention of letting them charge right up to their front door. Arrows flew through the air and rained down on the charging army, but they were fortunately all blown away when Tungsten spun his battle-axe and generated a massive gust of wind. When the Sekbeists saw this, they attacked with something else—a weapon that looked like a large crossbow and a strange weapon that used a swinging arm-like extension to throw projectiles through the air. Everything from massive bolts made of iron to giant boulders were launched at the charging Dweorgs.

It was fortunate the attacking group was so small. Had this been a large army, I was sure many Dweorgs would have been killed, their bodies crushed or impaled. Since the group was so small, barely numbering over two hundred or so, they were able to avoid the projectiles quite easily. But just as we had expected, even after reaching the gate, they could go no further and were forced entirely on the defensive.

“We should begin moving,” I said to my partner.

Kari stood beside me and watched the charge. The two of us were 
located several kilometers from where the battle was taking place. We weren’t wearing any camouflage to hide, but it wasn’t like there was anything we could use to hide in this rocky desert anyway. It was just a plain of dirt and rocks that stretched out as far as the eyes could see.

“You’re right,” Kari said. “It looks like the Sekbeists are all gathering near the gate. Now is the perfect time to sneak in.”

“It’s too bad that crimson sky makes doing a night raid impossible,” I sighed as we began moving. “This would have been so much easier under the cover of darkness.”

“Well, we just have to work with what we’ve got,” Kari replied.

I sighed again.

The two of us used the Flash Step to close the distance with the massive rampart that kept Hovebrann isolated. Since the distance between us and the gate was so far, about two kilometers, it meant our figures would appear and disappear every time we took a step. Had anyone been looking in our direction, I was sure they would have assumed we were mirages. At least, that was my hope.

Hope or not, it seemed no one noticed our approach. We soon reached the rampart, which I realized only now that I was standing under it that it was much larger than I’d initially suspected. I placed one hand against one of the massive bricks that made up the wall. Each one was about the size of my torso.

“This must be at least forty meters tall,” I murmured.

The average human was between 1.5 and 2 meters in height, which meant this wall was about twenty-six to thirty people tall. We could still climb it, but the stone surface was a bit smoother than I had anticipated, which meant there probably weren’t any footholds. That meant we would need to get creative.

“Kari?” I turned to her.

“Hm.” Kari hummed as she gazed up at the tops of the rampart, then shook her head. “I can’t climb this without gear, which we don’t have.”

“I assumed as much. Then shall I take us up?”

“Yes.”

Having received her permission, I scooped Kari into my arms, carrying her as one might a princess. As she wrapped her arms around my neck, I channeled Spiritual Power into my feet. Pure energy changed into lightning. Arcs of electricity danced around my soles, spreading across the ground. Once the power had stabilized, I took a step forward…

And then shot up the wall.

One step. Two steps. Three. Four. Keeping my body bent, I used the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step to ascend the wall. This technique, which I had created after the battle at Jordiskger, merely combined the Flash Step with the lightning element. Doing so exponentially increased my speed at the price of increasing my consumption of Spiritual Power. Even I could only use it for about five minutes.

Fortunately, it only took about two seconds to reach the top of the rampart. The walkway I now stood on was about five meters wide and who knew how long. It had a slight curve as it encircled Hovebrann. Setting Kari on the walkway, the two of us set off, keeping a wary eye out for any Sekbeists that might not be at the gate.

It seemed like most of the Sekbeists were distracted by Hreidmar’s charge at the gate, but all that meant was we didn’t run into trouble until we got closer to our destination. Once we reached that point, the two of us hid behind one of the unused weapons—one that looked like a giant crossbow—and peeked out from around it.

There were dozens, maybe even hundreds of Sekbeists clamoring together near the area by the gate, which was marked by a pair of massive watchtowers. Most were loading bolts into strange contraptions, but quite a few were also throwing rocks or shooting arrows over the rampart and into Hreidmar’s army. I even saw a few of them launching what looked like bolts of darkness. Thus far, it looked like they had been unsuccessful in actually hitting Hreidmar and his army, but it would only be a matter of time before all that running caused our allies to tire out. Then they would be sitting ducks.

“How should we do this?” Kari wondered out loud.

“I think I should charge in with my newest attack, and then I want you to pick off any stragglers before they can attack me. We’ll mow them down, move toward the gate, and open it,” I said. “There should be a lever or some kind of pulley system to open the gate inside of the watchtowers.”

Kari thought for a moment, then nodded. “That works for me.”

“Then let’s do this.”

I stepped out from behind the massive weapon and channeled more Spiritual Power into my body, transforming it into lightning and charging it through my entire body. It was almost like I was activating Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step, but I wasn’t channeling Spiritual Power to just my feet.

Before long, an itchy feeling spread across my body as I changed into a being of pure lightning. This was the Third State of Spiritualism. Often considered the highest state a Spiritualist could reach, it allowed people who reached it to freely manipulate their element without the use of forms and movement. For me, it was just like having a power boost and increasingly powerful attacks.

The Sekbeists had only noticed me just now, as pale arcs of blue lightning shot from my body, but it was already too late by then. Just as a loud squawking emerged from the throats of our enemies, I moved.

It happened in an instant. One moment, I was standing before Kari, the next I was beside the nearest watchtower. I turned around to see the destruction I had wrought. The stone floor was scorched. Numerous Sekbeists were lying on the ground as lightning covered their bodies, writhing in agony as their insides were fried by my attack.

All the Sekbeists that had been on the walkway, a total of probably fifty or so, were dead, but there were plenty that hadn’t been on the walkway. They were standing on a staircase behind it. While the Grunts squawked and shrieked, several Elites snarled.

“What is his kind doing here?! Kill him!”

As the Grunts and Elites charged up the stairs, Kari dashed out 
from behind the giant crossbow and raced forward. She spun her ranseur and twisted her body around in a dance. With each spin of her weapon, a sphere of pure light appeared, transforming into a lance of energy.

Sixteen lances appeared in total before she sent them sailing into the crowd of enemies. These were made from the light element, so they didn’t just pierce Kari’s foes. They evaporated the areas they struck, blowing holes clean through the chests of Sekbeists and continuing on to kill more. Numerous Sekbeists, with massive holes in their chests, fell backward on the stairs or off the sides and onto the ground below. Only the Elites managed to survive. They had the sense of mind to avoid her Spiritual Light Techniques.

However, just as they were about to attack again, I reached behind my back, my fingers curling around the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. This weapon had no sheathe. I was unsure of how it stuck to my back, but it remained there until I channeled my Spiritual Power through it.

Once the weapon was unlocked, I swung it forward, the segments separating and shooting toward my enemies like the tail of a dragon. A chain of blue lightning kept the segments from flying off in random directions. I controlled the Dragon’s Tail Ruler with this lightning, impaling several of the Elites through the chest before they could dodge. A few did try, but they were on a staircase, which made it hard for them to move out of the way. The ones that escaped impalement were flung off the stairs when I made the Dragon's Tail Ruler swat them away like gnats.

One did manage to escape by walking into the shadows. That one appeared behind Kari and attempted to kill her, but the blonde woman was already spinning around on the balls of her feet. The Sekbeist stumbled back as she sliced open his throat. Blood poured from his cut trachea. He tried to stem it, but he soon bled out, body falling to the ground, eyes glazed in death.

With a swing of my arms, the Sekbeists impaled upon the Dragon’s Tail Ruler were flung off. They hit the stairs, the ground, and the roofs of buildings below, their smoking bodies twitching. The lightning 
flowing through my weapon not only kept the segments linked together but also electrocuted my enemies.

“Let’s move!” Kari shouted as she raced down the stairs.

“I’m right behind you!” I shouted back.

I ran up to the ledge of the rampart and jumped onto the staircase below, following Kari as she continued to run. We reached the bottom of the stairs. The massive gate, a gleaming thing made from a material that looked like obsidian, loomed over us. We glanced around and discovered chains traveling from top to bottom on either side of the gate.

“There must be a pulley system inside of the watchtowers,” I said.

“And judging from the two chains, it probably requires two people to open,” Kari added.

She and I glanced at each other, our minds as one, and then we nodded, and each went into a separate watchtower. Kari entered the one on this side, while I entered the one on the other side.

The one I entered had more enemies. They swarmed down the stairs and tried to attack me, but I swung my weapon and sent arcs of lightning shooting everywhere, blasting Sekbeists off their feet. A quick glance around revealed this spiral staircase had two directions, up and down. Given what I’d seen of the pulley from the outside, I could only assume the lever was located beneath me.

I went down, fighting my way as I descended. The narrow space meant I couldn’t use the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. I placed it on my back again and used my bare fists and elemental powers. I created a blade of lightning in one hand and a water blade in the other, swinging them with controlled, yet reckless actions.

A rusted sword was cleaved in two when I swung my blade of lightning. The Sekbeist didn’t have time to be surprised before I carved him open from his left shoulder to his right hip, blood spurting from the wound and covering the stairs. I hopped over the slick substance and threw my lightning blade at the next enemy, impaling them through the throat. As they died, I kicked them in the face, sending them into the group of Sekbeists behind them. My enemies tumbled 
down the stairs and I picked them off one by one.

This continued until I reached the bottom.

The bottom floor was wider than I expected, explaining why there were so many Sekbeists. A vast and empty space spread out before me. As I looked around, I found a wheel-rod axis, a lever in which a wheel acted as the force-arm, and a rod-axis as the load-arm. It stood embedded into the ground, chains wrapped around the thick rod.

I went up to it and began turning the lever. As I did, a loud grating noise echoed inside of the room as the chains wound tightly around the rod began easing. A cranking sound followed the noise. I continued turning the lever until it refused to turn anymore, then climbed back up the stairs and emerged from the watchtower.

Kari exited from the other tower at about the same time I did. She glanced at me, and then we both looked at the gate—a gate that was no longer closed. A closer glance revealed that the gate appeared to be located underneath the floor; I guessed that meant the levers pulled the gate into the ground rather than lowering it like a drawbridge or raising it.

More importantly, with the gate now open, the Dweorg army began pouring in. Hreidmar, Erica, and Tungsten were at the front of the group. They all stopped near me. Hreidmar was grinning beneath his beard.

“Ye did good.” He slammed a hand into our backs, causing us to stumble. These Dweorgs were small, but they had a fierce strength. “Now the real battle begins.”

As if his words were prophetic, a loud horn echoed from somewhere deeper in the city. I couldn’t tell where it came from. As this happened, Sekbeists appeared in droves from between the buildings that surrounded the mountain. They came out from behind buildings, hopped over roofs, and walked down the streets. There were so many that I couldn’t even begin to count them all.

“Dolug, Brulor, and Jadouc! Split up yer forces and lead these foul creatures on a grand chase! Bezet, Safrud, and Throrgouck! Head 
over to where our fellow Dweorgs are being imprisoned and rescue them! When yer all finished here, meet up at the gates to the palace!”

The six Dweorg commanders who had been present during the war council unleashed a ferocious battle cry as they took their men and charged into the Sekbeists’ ranks. Given how outnumbered they were, I thought their actions were foolish. They weren’t Spiritualists. However, just as this thought crossed my mind, the runes on their weapons and armor began to glow.

“That’s—!”

My eyes widened as the Dweorgs crashed into the Sekbeists, their weapons cleaving through their foes with ease. One Dweorg swung his battle-axe, severing a Sekbeist’s legs from his torso. As the two halves slid apart, he kicked the dead creature in the chest with enough power to send it crashing into several more Sekbeists. Another Dweorg attacked with a warhammer, slamming it into the ground with so much force that the stone road collapsed. The Sekbeists unfortunate enough to be struck were turned into bloody pulps of flesh. Meanwhile, the surrounding enemies were sent flying away. Most of them crashed into walls or their fellow Sekbeist. A few landed in such a way that I could tell they were dead at a single glance.

The Dweorg forces smashed straight through the Sekbeists and split up. Their enraged enemies howled and gave chase, also splitting their forces apart.

“Come on.” Hreidmar gestured for us to follow him.

Still shocked by what we had just witnessed, we followed behind as the Dweorg King led us toward the secret passage that would grant access to the mountain palace.
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Everyone packed up their tents the next day and headed out at Catalyna’s instructions.

Our formation was the same as last time, with Catalyna and Marko in front, the water affinity Spiritualists surrounded by 
guards in the middle, and my group taking up the rear. There were only two Spiritualists aside from myself who had a water affinity. One of them was a young man who looked to be about twenty-four. The other was a woman in her late twenties or early thirties.

This valley was mostly an open plain consisting of grass. The grass only came up to our shins, so it wasn’t high enough to offer any cover from flying Demon Beasts. A few boulders were strewn along the path. There were also several copses interspersed amongst the grassy plain, such as the area we’d camped out in the previous night. Perhaps the most outstanding features of this valley were the river running through the center and the giant mountains on either side.

I glanced at the mountains separating this valley from the rest of the Demon Beast Mountain Range, gazing as far up as my eyes could see. I had no idea how high the peaks were. The low-hanging clouds hovering around them kept me from seeing the top.

“We’ll have to be careful of flying Demon Beasts,” I said.

Kari nodded. “I heard these two mountains are home to Pteranodons. They’re C-Rank Demon Beasts of the wiverian variety. They have a two-meter-long wingspan and attack from the sky, swooping down to nab their prey. Their feet are covered in sharp claws that can tear through even steel. While they are listed as C-Rank Demon Beasts, they often hunt in packs, which increases their threat level to B-Rank. Sometimes, they might have a Greater Pteranodon leading them, further increasing them to an A-Rank threat.”

“You certainly know a lot about these Demon Beasts.” Lin was staring at Kari in admiration. “This princess is impressed by your knowledge.”

Giving the other girl a beaming smile, Kari said, “Thanks. I’ve done a lot of studying about the Demon Beasts living in the Demon Beast Mountain Range to prepare for when I went on 
an expedition one day. I’m glad all that studying has finally paid off.”

“How does one fight a Pteranodon?”

“Well, the best way to fight them is to...”

While Kari and Lin spoke about Pteranodons and how to combat them, Fay wandered up to me with a wary look.

“Is it really safe for us to be wandering through the valley like this? Shouldn’t we attempt to find more cover?” she asked.

Not turning my head to look at the girl, who I could see out of my peripheral vision, I said, “It’s fine. While it might seem dangerous to wander through here, this valley doesn’t have that many Demon Beasts living in it. The Pteranodons make their homes in the mountains on either side. Granted, if they appeared before us, we might be in trouble, but they only hunt at night.”

Fay’s eyes widened in acknowledgment and realization. “Which is why we camped near the valley mouth instead of traveling further in.”

“Yes.” I nodded toward the front, where Catalyna was leading our formation. “The Pteranodons tend to stick near the center of the valley, which meant the chances of us being discovered last night were minimal. She obviously knew we’d run afoul of Pteranodons if we journeyed into the valley itself and camped closer to its center, so she had us camp just outside of their hunting grounds.”

“Hmm… I guess she really does know what she’s doing.” Fay clicked her tongue as the metal segments of her gauntlets clacked together.

“Do you still have hard feelings over what happened during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament?” I asked.

Wearing a minuscule frown, Fay shook her head. “Not so much anymore. That said, I still can’t say I like her.”

“So brutally honest,” I teased.

Fay blushed but said nothing more.

It took most of the day to cross the valley; by the time we had reached the exit, the sky was growing dark. Catalyna ordered us to set up camp once we were outside of the Pteranodons’ hunting ground. This time, our group had an easier time setting up the tent now that we had experience, and we managed to finish quickly enough that Catalyna ordered us to gather firewood and food.

Fay and Lin went off to find firewood. Kari and I journeyed to gather food.

The area past the valley was a large plain with grass even taller than me, so we didn’t bother trying to hunt over that way, instead sticking to the edge of the valley. We wandered over to the river. This area was shallow enough that we could stand in it.

“This looks like a good spot to catch some fish,” I said.

“And we can get our feet wet at the same time.” Kari was wearing her enthusiastic smile as she sat on the pebbles near the river’s shore and pulled off her boots, then removed her stockings. I watched as the black fabric was slowly peeled away from her skin. Centimeter by glorious centimeter of porcelain thigh was revealed to my eyes. I drank the sight in.

After she finished removing her stockings, Kari let out a content sigh and wiggled her now free toes. Like the rest of her, Kari possessed very elegant feet. They were small but had high arches and five cute little toes. Back in my past timeline, there were quite a few times where I’d play with her feet during sex, licking her soles, nibbling on her heels, or sucking on her toes. Kari thought it was dirty, but that was exactly why she loved it so much.

“Feel better?” I asked as I took off my boots and socks, though I remained standing while doing so. I also rolled up my pant legs until they were just above my knees.

“Much better.” Kari reached up and massaged her feet. “Walking through such rugged terrain all day really killed my 
poor feet.”

“Which is an absolute atrocity.” I went up to her and held out my hands. “Seeing such cute feet get abused by so much walking is a crying shame. If you want, I can massage them for you.”

“Maybe later.” Kari stuck her tongue out at me as she placed her hands in mine, allowing me to pull her up. I let go of her hands and waded into the brisk water of the river. Following me into the water, Kari released a slight yelp, having clearly not expected it to be so cold.

“You’ve never caught fish before, right?” I asked. Kari shook her head. “The key is to remain perfectly still. If you move, any fish swimming by will sense the movements through the water and avoid you.” As I spoke, I looked down at the water. There were no fish yet. “Once a fish comes close, you have to react quickly. Don’t try to catch it with your hands. Instead, use a swift scooping motion to toss the fish onto the river bank. I’ll show you how it’s done first.”

I watched as one fish finally swam up to me. Narrowing my eyes, I waited until it got closer, and then swung my hand through the water like an eagle snatching prey. Rather than dig my fingers into the fish like the claws of an eagle, I scooped it and a large amount of water up with my cupped hand, sending the creature onto the riverbank, where it flopped around.

“Oh! That was really something!” Kari clapped her hands together, causing me to smile.

“Wanna try?”

“Sure!”

Wading further into the water, Kari stopped about a meter from me, and became completely still. She kept her eyes on the water. I watched as her eyes darted to and fro, then landed on a spot some distance away. There was a fish swimming toward her. Kari raised her hand in preparation to catch it, and, just as it came near her, she swung her hand just like I had done—

“KYA!”

—and fell into the water with a loud splash.

Trying to hold back my snickering, I wandered up to the girl as she sat in the water, shivering from the cold, and held out my hand.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine. The only thing I injured was my dignity,” she groused as she grabbed my hand and let me pull her up. Then she got a good look at my face and her cheeks swelled. “You’re laughing at me.”

“What? No, I’m not.”

“You totally are! You even looked away from me because you can’t stop laughing! That’s rude.”

Kari continued to give me that childish pout, which was more innocent and pure than the ones I’d seen on the adult Kari of the past. This Kari was so similar yet so different from the one I knew, yet I considered this to be a good thing. Kari hadn’t been forced to go through the terrible hardships that stole her innocence, that made her colder, harder, and more brittle. She hadn’t married Grant Leucht, and if I had my way, the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria wouldn’t happen either.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” asked Kari, frowning at me.

“I was just thinking about how much I love you,” I said with a smile.

Despite how I often told her this, Kari’s cheeks gained a pink coloration as she looked away. She moved her leg in an unconscious gesture. I could see her foot drawing circles against pebbles at the bottom of the stream.

“You know… actions speak a lot louder than words,” Kari muttered.

“I suppose they do.” I leaned down as though preparing to kiss her. In response, Kari tilted her head up and closed her eyes, but just as our lips were about to touch, I paused. “But 
I’m not sure it’s appropriate to display such affection in the middle of trying to catch dinner. Maybe if you hurried up and helped me catch some fish, I’d be more willing to show you how much I love you instead of just telling you.”

I moved away from Kari before she could say anything. The girl had opened her eyes wide now, and she stared at me in shock, like she couldn’t believe I wasn’t going to kiss her. As I presented her with my brightest grin, Kari’s face turned red and she kicked a large amount of water at me. I laughed and kicked water back at her. Kari squealed before retaliating with return fire, which resulted in us engaging in a full-blown water war.

We would eventually come back with about twenty-five fish. Everyone would ask the two of us why we were soaking wet.
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I had drawn the first shift that night. The dark sky overhead was speckled with stars. Perhaps it was just because of my changed location, but the stars looked different that night than when I saw them in Nevaria. It was probably my own perceptions changing, however. The stars themselves never changed. Even now, I could see the many constellations that I’d seen thousands of times before.

The other person with me that night was Finn, but he’d gone off to patrol the grounds.

Thinking about the Nevarian Spiritualist made me frown. I wouldn’t say I was suspicious of Finn, but at the same time, I didn’t trust him either. Throughout all yesterday and today, he had been glaring at me as if I had personally offended him. There was no ill-intent in his glare. Even so, the looks he sent me were getting annoying.

While I considered whether or not I should do something about him, I also knew it wouldn’t be wise to create drama 
within our group. Still, I remembered the assassin from last night. They had been using a rapier similar to Finn’s, but the design was different. I had already checked, and Finn’s had a different cross-guard. Even so, given what happened with that assassin from the previous night, I was understandably wary around him.

I cast another branch into the fire while thinking about what I should do. If I’d just thought to use Spiritual Perception, I’d at least have been able to get his Spiritual Signature. Everybody had a unique Spiritual Signature. No two Spiritual Signatures were alike, not even in identical twins, so it would have been easy to figure out who attacked me.

As I sat by the fire, sighing and lamenting my own foolishness, the sound of footsteps came from behind me. They were light and soft. Feminine. I could tell who it was from the distribution of weight and the steady rhythm as they crunched against the ground.

“Kari,” I greeted. “Can’t sleep?”

“You didn’t even turn around to see who I was.”

I could hear the pout in her voice, which made me smile.

“I don’t need to. I can always recognize the sound of your footsteps.”

“That’s a pretty impressive thing to recognize.”

The footsteps started again, growing louder until Kari reached the log I was sitting on. She sat down herself, so close to me that our thighs were touching. Her arms were covered in goosebumps.

I wrapped an arm around Kari’s shoulder. Pulling her near, I let her snuggle into my torso. In return, Kari wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me as she shifted her body to get more comfortable. The warmth of her body was even more lulling than the fire. I wanted to close my eyes and fall asleep.

“I like this,” Kari murmured. I couldn’t see her eyes, just the crown of her head, but I knew she had closed them.

“You mean snuggling with me?” I asked.

“No—well, yes, I do like snuggling with you, but that isn’t what I was talking about.” Kari paused long enough to gather her thoughts. “I mean this, all of this, being outdoors, traveling through a place I’ve never been to before, going on an expedition to explore ruins and find adventure. This is like a dream come true to me.”

“Do you feel a little like Anderil?” I asked, referring to the character in The Tale of Anderil
, the first book she and I had ever bonded over—both in this life and my previous one.

Kari was silent for a moment before shaking her head. “No. Anderil was a man who left his home and everything he knew behind in search of adventure. I haven’t left everything. The people important to me are right by my side, going on this adventure with me. To be honest, I think this is so much better than Anderil’s adventure. He was alone. I have you, Fay, and Lin with me. You three make adventuring even more fun than it would be if I was by myself.”

Her words made me happy—happier than I would have thought possible. A warm joy had spread through my chest. While my leap back through time was likely nothing more than a freak accident, I liked to believe the reason I had been sent back was to create and protect moments like this.

“Hey, Kari. I never did give you that kiss back at the river, did I?”

Startled, Kari removed her head from where she’d been using my chest as a pillow to glance up at me. Her pure blue eyes were glimmering in the light of the fire, but I couldn’t help but think there was something more ephemeral to the glimmer in her gaze than mere firelight.

“No, I don’t believe you did,” she mused before smiling. “I think you should correct that.”

I smiled back as I pulled Kari onto my lap. She was sitting sideways, legs perpendicular to mine, but I placed my hand on 
her cheek and turned her to face me. Kari’s eyes slowly fluttered shut as I lowered my head and pressed my lips to hers.

Our kiss started soft, a mere peck of the lips, but when we pulled back and looked at each other, I could see the same desire in her eyes that I felt boiling inside of me. We shut our eyes again. This time when I kissed her, Kari’s tongue was pushing its way into my mouth. It was so like her to take the initiative that I responded naturally, opening my mouth to allow her wet appendage inside, then closing my mouth around it to suck on her tongue.

“!!”

A gasp escaped Kari’s lips, followed by a muffled moan. The sounds she made and the feeling of her butt grinding into my crotch made me spring to full hardness. It had been so long since I’d been intimate with anyone. Not counting the time I had spent after traveling back to the past, I’d say it had been about twenty or thirty years since I last had sex. Part of the reason I held myself back from displaying too much affection was that I feared I wouldn’t be able to control myself if I let go.
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None of that mattered right now. As Kari shifted against me, I reached out and placed a hand on her chest. She wasn’t wearing breast bindings at the moment, which meant my fingers sank into her tits through her clothing. Her breasts were huge. The only person I knew who had a larger chest was Feinrea, and Kari’s would get bigger than hers when she grew older.

“You’re poking me,” Kari murmured between kisses.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I could feel Kari’s lips twitch into a smile as we continued to kiss with intermittent pecks between conversation. “I’m glad… that I can do this to you. It makes me happy that you find me so attractive. I-is that strange?”

I shook my head but didn’t say anything else, instead choosing to stop kissing her lips in favor of her neck. Kari’s breathing hitched as she tilted her head to grant me access to her skin. We hadn’t been able to bathe. At most, we had washed ourselves off with rags inside of the tent. The taste of Kari’s sweat was a little stronger than I was used to, but that just made me more ravenous.

I wanted to devour her.

“Big Sister?”

Yet just before we could go further, a voice spoke up from several meters behind us. It felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water on us. We jerked apart and looked toward the source—Lin, who stood not far away and was staring at us with half-lidded eyes that let me know she wasn’t fully awake.

“What is it, Lin?” asked Kari as she scrambled off my lap and tried to make her clothes more presentable.

“Will you come back to the futon?” asked Lin. “This princess is really cold with just Fay there.”

“Oh, yes.” Kari smiled. “I’m sorry. I’ll be right there.”

Coughing several times to compose herself, Kari walked over to Lin and took the girl’s hand before, giving me a single 
apologetic smile, she turned and headed into the tent with the half-asleep Lamia.

As I sat there with a raging boner, I wondered what I’d done to deserve this. Now I’d have to deal with this problem myself. Well, it wasn’t like I had intended to use Kari to satisfy my lust right now anyway. I’d prefer our first time to be on a bed or someplace more comfortable than outside in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. That didn’t scream romantic to me.

Just as I was preparing to find some place to deal with my problem in private, a loud rustling drew my attention. I looked toward a pair of bushes by a nearby copse. When no sound emenated, I activated Spiritual Perception, but of course, by this point, whoever had been hiding there was long gone.






Chapter 3



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part III








The secret passage
 that Hreidmar had used to escape from the mountain palace of Hovebrann was, to put it bluntly, a maze. There were so many passages that neither Kari nor I knew where we were going. We were relying entirely on Hreidmar, who continued to race down one passage after another, sometimes turning into a lateral passage and other times continuing straight ahead.


“How much further do we have to go?” asked Kari as she and I ran beside the stout Dweorg. Erica and Tungsten were a little further behind us. I could hear their armor clanking together at our backs.

“Not much further,” Hreidmar said, huffing. His legs were shorter than ours, so it took more effort for him to keep running at this pace. “We have... just a little ways left...”

I didn’t know what he meant by “not much further,” but we did eventually reach the end of the long series of winding tunnels. A doorway sat at the end. It was locked with a strange mechanism that Hreidmar tapped buttons on. I didn’t know what kind of lock that was, but it clicked upon unlocking, and our companion pushed the door open.

What lay on the other side was a staircase. We went up the darkened stairs, guided only by the light Kari had summoned, and soon reached a blank wall—or so it seemed.

“This passage leads inte the throne room.” Hreidmar placed his hands on a tile that was sticking out further than the rest and pressed it. As the tile pushed inward, a soft rumbling resounded within the 
small room as the wall withdrew to reveal the back of a gilded throne. “Come. Let us not waste time here.”

We exited the passage and stepped into the large receiving hall, which appeared to be a more massive version of the throne room in Jordiskger, but with more decorations. The throne itself was an impressive piece of architecture that seemed to have been made with gold. The columns lining either side of the room were equally impressive. As I looked up and stared at the ribbed ceiling, I saw even more motifs and designs etched on them.

But I didn’t have time to admire this room.

We were not alone.

“I had wondered why the Dweorgs suddenly attacked after years of scurrying about and hiding,” a voice, deep and rumbling like distant thunder, boomed. The sound echoed all around us. “So there are a couple of humans and a little godling who hasn’t even stepped into his power yet. Are you a half-breed or the real deal, I wonder? Not like it matters. All of you will die here.”

I wondered how it was that we hadn’t noticed this colossal figure standing beside the throne until now. This Sekbeist, another Warlord type, literally took up an entire third of the elevated platform upon which the throne sat. His rusted armor was covered in scars and pockmarks. The battle damage to his armor was secondary to his height and bulging muscles. He glared down at us with bright red irises surrounded by black sclera.

“I wish everyone would stop calling me a half-breed,” I muttered with a frown.

“Is that really what you should be worried about?” asked Tungsten.

“You haven’t had people constantly calling you half-breed for the past several days without telling you why,” I said bitterly.

“Hmph. Whether you are a half-breed or not is of little concern to me. I’m guessing you are here to use the Warp Gate,” the Sekbeist said, grinning at us. His tusks made that grin into something ferocious and foreboding. “But I have no intention of letting you use it. The five of you and those Dweorgs fighting outside shall all perish.”

“Perish?” Hreidmar snorted as he readied his battle-axe, holding it in a two-handed grip, with one hand on the lower half and the other up near the axe head. “I’d like te see ye try, Orurk the Overlord Slayer. Ye might have been able to slay Lord Goldemar, but that was only because ye had caught us unaware and he was already injured from his battle against yer blasted lords. A pathetic cretin who can’t fight in a fair confrontation is about as big a threat as a Snug.”

Snugs were tiny creatures that resembled balls of fluff. Their most notorious features were their large mouths and big tongues, which they used to lick people. I’d seen some Dweorg children playing with them back in Jordiskger. The biggest danger they posed was of the tickling variety.

Orurk snorted, black fumes of strange miasma blowing from his nose. “Do not think your insults will have any effect on me, little Dweorg. I am not so stupid that I would lose myself to anger over the words of a foolish king whose equally foolish race refuses to realize when they have been bested.”

Anger radiated from Hreidmar’s trembling body. I could sense that he was seconds from attacking, so I stepped in front of the man and glared up at the massive figure of Orurk.

“So the little half-breed steps forward.” Orurk grinned down at me. “Are you offering yourself up as a sacrifice? You should know that it doesn’t matter what you do. All of you shall perish today.”

“You and the rest of your kind keep calling me half-breed.” I narrowed my eyes. “Do you know what my other half is?”

“It is not what your other half is that you should be asking about. That’s the wrong question. And I obviously know what you are.” Orurk rolled his eyes, and then held out his hand, gathering dark energy around it, which soon transformed into a massive halberd. He swung it around, unleashing a powerful gust of wind that blew my hair from my face. “But just because I know what you are does not mean I’m going to tell you. If you don’t know yourself… well, that’s just too bad.”

I glared at Orurk, but I could tell from how he spoke that he wasn’t 
going to give me the answers I sought. His arms and legs were shaking. It was barely noticeable, but it was there. I’d sensed it before, but now it seemed obvious.

These Sekbeists were afraid of me, of whatever I was—or of whatever my other half was? I still had no understanding of my origins. This Sekbeist’s words were confusing, though. He said I was asking the wrong question. What did that mean?

Before a standoff could really take place, Erica and Tungsten rushed forward, prompting Orurk to attack with an overhead slash. The two darted away from each other as the halberd slammed into the ground between them. Cracks formed as the stone floor collapsed. After breaking apart, the floor was consumed by that dark energy, disappearing as if something had eaten it.

The two Spiritualists remained undeterred as they closed the distance. Tungsten spun around several times, battle-axe glowing a bright green, while Erica swung her claymore, covered in bright red flames, into the creature’s leg.

Just before the attacks reached their foe, dark spikes erupted from the shadows and nearly impaled them. Erica and Tungsten were able to escape death, but only just. Tungsten was struck in the face and Erica’s breastplate was hit. Fortunately, the runes on their armor shone brightly and reflected the attacks, though they dimmed seconds later.

“GRAAA!!”

Despite being forced back, Erica still managed to push her way through Orurk’s attacks and swung her claymore again, once more covered in brilliant red flames. Her attack had struck the back of Orurk’s left knee. It forced the knee to give, knocking him down into a bent stance. Sadly, because her sword had dug into the Sekbeist’s flesh, she was having trouble pulling it out.

During this moment, Tungsten spun around once more and tossed the battle-axe, coated in a ferocious aura of wind, at Orurk’s face. It didn’t cut into him. Orurk raised his halberd to block the attack. However, the force behind the strike was enough to knock the monster 
on his ass.

“Damn mythril weapons!”

I didn’t notice it until now, but the runes on Erica’s and Tungsten’s weapons and armor were glowing the same way the Dweorgs’ had. It seemed these runes created some kind of spiritual effect. I knew they would do something, but I was wondering what sort of effect these had. Even with the knowledge I possessed on runes, I honestly couldn’t figure them out. They were too complicated.

“HAAAA!”

As I stood there, Hreidmar leapt into the air, his armor and weapons also glowing a fierce golden color much like the material they were made of. He slammed his battle-axe into Orurk’s chest with all his might. The loud reverberation was followed by an incredible shockwave as the ground beneath Orurk cracked. Even Kari and I were forced to bend our knees to absorb the shock from the impact.

We waited for a moment to see if that attack had done any damage. Just when it looked like Hreidmar’s attack had felled Orurk, the Sekbeist raised a massive hand and slammed it into the Dweorg King. Hreidmar flew off his foe and crashed into a pillar, which collapsed around him, burying him in a pile of rubble.

“I forgot how annoying Dweorg weapons and armor could be,” Orurk said as he stood to his feet. “But it doesn’t matter if you can negate my darkness. I’ll crush you all the same. Now come! I shall destroy you all right here and now!”

The halberd made of dark energy appeared again, and Orurk swung the weapon hard, the air unleashing a violent shriek as though it was experiencing incredible pain. Erica and Tungsten quickly dodged the attack by running between the Sekbeist’s legs. However, the halberd released a massive wave-shaped attack that barreled toward Kari and me.

“Get behind me!” I shouted.

Kari stepped back while I stepped forward, raising my hand above my head. I gathered a massive amount of Spiritual Power into the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, which began crackling with a combination of 
lightning and water. Getting the timing down, I swung my weapon just as the wave of darkness was going to overtake me.

The wave was split in half.

“Tch!” Orurk clicked his tongue as the two halves of his attack flew off in separate directions. One struck a wall and the other destroyed a pillar. “I suppose I should have expected as much from a half-breed. Even though you haven’t come into your powers yet, you are still annoying to deal with. I’ll take great pleasure in crushing a godling like you.”

“You’re welcome to try,” I offered.

At this, Kari and I both rushed forward while Erica and Tungsten attacked each of his legs together. They slammed their claymore and battle-axe respectively into Orurk’s armor. He must have forgotten they were there. His mouth opened in a loud, agonized, and angry yell as their weapons dug into his flesh.

No longer able to hold himself up, he fell forward, but that was when Kari and I attacked. We stood on the ground where he was going to fall. My weapon was drawn into my chest, where it began glowing with white and blue Spiritual Power. The combination of water and lightning caused a strange effect to occur, which looked like the area around my weapon was distorting the air. Meanwhile, Kari spun and twirled her ranseur around to generate a Spiritual Light Technique powerful enough to match mine.

I thrust the Dragon’s Tail Ruler forward at the same time that Kari stabbed out her ranseur. From my weapon, a great flash of light and Spiritual Power erupted and coalesced into a massive, cone-shaped beam of crackling bluish-white power. Kari’s Spiritual Light Technique—a golden beam nearly just as big, the Divine Buster Canon—merged with mine to create a tri-colored attack that slammed into Orurk.

“NNNNGGGGRRRRAAAAA!!”

Despite being forced onto his knees, Orurk had been able to get his halberd up in time to block our attack, but even with that, our Spiritual Technique, a combination of three elements, continued to 
push against him. His teeth were grit behind snarling lips. The veins on his arms bulged as he struggled not to get pushed back. Yet as he continued to fight against our technique, bright lines of white spread along his weapon, until at last, it shattered. At the same time, he had protected himself long enough for our Spiritual Techniques to run out of power.

“Haaa… haaaa… I’m not going to let myself be killed by pathetic, lesser beings. I’ll murder every last one of you! This is the end,” Orurk growled. Despite saying this, he had fallen onto his hands and knees, and his chest heaved as he struggled to breathe.

“Yer right. This is the end!”

Just as this voice rang out around us, a figure dropped from the ceiling. Hreidmar, who must have been waiting for an opening after Orurk tossed him into that pillar, landed on the Sekbeist’s back and swung his battle-axe down with a war cry that reverberated around the interior. His blade didn’t meet any resistance this time. It struck Orurk on the head, piercing through his skull and sending blood spraying all over the floor.

Hreidmar didn’t even seem to care about the blood coating his armor. He removed the axe from the skull, then swung it down again. The axe glowed vibrantly even while covered in blood as it penetrated even deeper than before.

Whatever Sekbeists were, whether they were creatures from another realm or invaders from beyond the nine realms, an axe to the skull was enough to kill it. Orurk didn’t even release a death cry as his arms gave out and he fell to the ground. Hreidmar removed his axe from the corpse’s head and leapt off, landing on the ground.

“I feel like it’s getting easier to kill these things after each fight,” Erica said while taking several deep breaths.

“Maybe fer ye humans,” Hreidmar grumbled as he looked at the dead Orurk. “Humans have an unusually high capacity fer growth. Part o’ the reason the nine races visited Miðgarðr when the Sekbeists attacked the nine realms is because of that high growth potential. Honestly, if it weren’t fer yer small lifespans, ye humans would be the 
strongest o’ the nine races.”

That was news to me, but I didn’t even know what the other races were yet besides Dweorgs. According to Hreidmar, there were Nine Great Races. Humans were one of them, Dweorgs were another, and there were seven more. That was something I wanted to ask Hreidmar about after we returned home.

“In either event, I think we should open the palace gates,” Kari suggested.

Hreidmar grunted. “A good idea, if I’ve ever heard one. Let’s not dawdle any longer.”

I took one last look at the cooling corpse of Orurk before turning toward the throne room’s exit and following after the others.
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The next two days passed with relatively little problems—for a group of Spiritualists hoofing it through the Demon Beast Mountain Range, I mean. There had been no more attacks on my person, though Finn continued to glare at me with hatred in his eyes. I was fairly used to jealous looks by this point. His pathetic glares didn’t even phase me anymore.

Even so, I wouldn’t deny that I kind of wished he would attack me again so I could catch him in the act and deal with him accordingly. The last time I had been attacked, I’d been too surprised to put up a fight, but that wouldn’t happen now that I was on my guard. Of course, all this was based on the supposition that he was my attacker during that first night. For all I knew, I could be completely off base.

After traveling through the valley, known to many as the Pteranodon Valley due to the Demon Beasts who hunted there, we moved across the grasslands.

The grasslands were just a large plain with stalks of grass that were taller than I was. It was hard to see through and easy to get lost in for the unwary. Catalyna had prepared a 
cord that she had each of us grab ahold of so we wouldn’t accidentally end up separated from each other. It was a good idea, though it came with a small problem.

Demon Beasts.

Like the rest of the Demon Beast Mountain Range, the grasslands were home to a variety of different Demon Beasts. There were Dire Wolves, a C-Rank Demon Beast that hunted in packs; Leonids, a large feline Demon Beast with massive paws and sharp teeth, also C-Ranked; and Giant Horned Rabbits, a D-Rank Demon Beast the same height as a full-grown human adult. Of course, all these Demon Beasts were small fry. The true threat was the B-Rank Demon Beasts who made this grassland their territory.

Chimera.

Which we had the misfortune of running into, though considering how it ended, I couldn’t say we were really unfortunate. I suppose it depended on who you asked.

We first realized there was a problem when screams erupted from up ahead of us. It was impossible to see anything because of the grass, but the cord we were holding suddenly became slack. That was the second sign of trouble.

“Let’s hurry!” I said to Kari, Fay, and Lin. All three of them nodded as they readied themselves. Kari spun her ranseur in her hands, Fay smacked her gauntlets together, and Lin produced a venomous-looking purple whip that hissed as it struck the air. Meanwhile, I already had the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in hand.

The four of us rushed up the cord and burst into an area that had been cleared of grass barely a second after that. Of course, the reason the area had been cleared wasn’t that no grass was growing there. A massive creature standing on four legs, with the head of a lion, the body of a goat, and a serpent's tail was attacking Catalyna, Marko, and her group. Powerful legs swatted several Spiritualists aside. The muscles 
on its back rippled as it moved, twisting its head and spewing fire that burned the grass to cinders. Catalyna, Marko, Finn, and one other man I didn’t recognize—the heavy hitters—were trying to sneak in behind it, but the serpent’s tail spat black venom at them, forcing them to dodge. The venom hissed as it struck the ground and melted the area around it.

Acidic venom. Great.

“Lin! Hit it from a distance!” I shouted. “Kari and Fay, attack from the sides! I’ll hit it from the front!”

All three girls acknowledged my orders and split off.

Lin moved further from our group and lashed out with her whip, which extended beyond what its original length entailed and smacked the Chimera across the face. Loud hissing erupted as the venom made from her Spiritual Power burned the Chimera, leaving a nasty-looking scar across its left eye. The Chimera howled and glared at her, but it had more important matters to worry about now.

I rushed forward and leapt into the air, high over the creature’s head. Channeling my Spiritual Power through the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I swung the weapon down, which didn’t look like it could reach. But the segments suddenly unlocked and flew apart, turning into a weapon that looked like the tail of a dragon, held together by my Spiritual Power. The tip of my massive weapon soared down from the air in an attempt to pierce the creature’s head, but it must have sensed my attack because it leaped back, letting the tip of my ruler slam into the ground with a resonant explosion of power.

Unfortunately for the Chimera, it had been so focused on my and Lin’s attacks that it didn’t see Kari and Fay until it was too late. Kari came in from the left, ranseur glowing as she twirled it around her body. She sliced into the creature with the blade of her weapon. An agonized howl erupted from the Chimera as its head jerked back, blood gushing from its eye and staining the ground. While it attempted to retreat, Lin 
launched her whip forward again, wrapping it around the Chimera’s neck and using her weight and Lamia-given strength to keep it from moving.

That was when Fay came in and took it down.

She arrived barely a second after Kari, twisting her right fist into her torso as she moved her hand in a rotational pattern. With the creature’s head being dragged low by Lin, she had the perfect shot, and the moment she’d stepped in so close they were nearly face to face, she launched her attack. The explosion of fire that erupted from her fist went straight through the creature’s left eye and out the other side of its head. When the spiral-patterned flame dispersed, I could see a large hole that went clear through the Chimera’s head.

The creature slumped to the grassy floor. It was dead.

“You know, a Chimera has the same threat rank as a Giant Svart,” I said as Kari, Lin, Fay, and I regrouped. “Taking it down means you girls are strong enough to take down the creature that attacked us during our first expedition.”

The three girls looked excited, though I was positive Kari was the most excited and Fay the most relieved. Lin crossed her arms with a haughty expression as she thrust out her chest.

“Of course we defeated this creature with ease. There’s no way this princess would be done in by some Demon Beast so easily.” Despite how her words and actions made her seem arrogant, the way her tail thumped against the ground gave away her true feelings. That tail of hers reminded me of a dog, wagging whenever it was happy.

“I’m really surprised,” Fay admitted as she eyed the now dead Chimera. “I expected a B-Rank Demon Beast to be… tougher.”

“You girls have been training really hard this past month,” I told her. “Not only that, but you’ve been using the alchemy pills I’ve refined to help naturally boost your Spiritual Power and physical prowess. While you are still a ways off from being 
able to beat an A-Rank Demon Beast on your own, you’re more than capable of fighting a Demon Beast of this level.”

“I’m glad to see all that training has paid off.” The excited sparkle in Kari’s eyes had yet to diminish, but the relieved smile she wore let me know her true thoughts. “I don’t want to see a repeat of what happened last time.”

“Me neither,” I admitted.

“You four!” Catalyna shouted. She, Marko, Finn, and the thirteen other Spiritualists all ran over and began to crowd around us. “That was… amazing! Seriously now. How have you all gotten so powerful? I’m pretty sure Fay wasn’t nearly this strong when we fought in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament!”

The other Spiritualists apparently agreed.

“That was seriously incredible!”

“You four are so strong!”

“I’ve never seen anyone take down a B-Rank Demon Beast so easily!”

They heaped words of praise on us, telling us about how great we were, how strong we were, how they wished they could be that amazing. I wasn’t exactly modest, but I also didn’t like playing up my abilities. I tried to accept their praise with a smile and “Thank you,” but I never got the chance to say anything.

“YEOWCH! MY TAIL!!”

Lin’s furious scream—so furious she didn’t even refer to herself as “this princess”—echoed all around us as someone stepped on her tail. The next thing I knew, Spiritualists were flying everywhere as the girl used her six-meter-long tail as a bludgeoning weapon. It seemed several of them had stepped on her tail in their enthusiasm to reach us.

That had been the beginning of our special treatment. From that moment on, even Catalyna began deferring to us. I understood why, of course. Nevaria was a city-state where the 
strong were revered, and we had just proven ours by taking down a Demon Beast with relative ease that most normal Spiritualists had trouble defeating without a large group. At the same time, even if I understood it, that didn’t make their treatment of us easier to deal with. I also ended up being glared at by Finn and Marko even more than before, though Marko was at least more discreet than Finn.

After exiting from the grasslands, we came upon a jungle—a humid forest with a very tropical climate. The trees of this jungle were twisted and gnarled, bending in shapes and ways that trees in a normal forest didn’t. Moss covered most of the trees while vines hung from the branches. The ground beneath our feet was soggy, sucking our boots in and forcing us to expend more energy when pulling them out. Several Spiritualists nearly lost their footwear that way.

Almost immediately after entering the jungle, most of us burst into a thick sweat as the humid air clung to our clothes and skin. I avoided this by circulating the water element through my body, but Kari and Fay complained about the heat and were even tempted to strip off their armor, which was a bad idea. The others were feeling much the same. Only Lin seemed to like the environment.

“This princess doesn’t understand why you dislike this jungle. It’s so nice and warm here.”

“Nice for you maybe. For a human, humid jungles like this are torture,” said Kari.

I wasn’t surprised that she preferred this climate since Lin was a Lamia, a cold-blooded creature who absorbed heat from the environment. She also wasn’t wearing that much. The wrap-around fabric that covered her breasts only covered her chest and some of her back. It didn’t even cover all of her chest. The only other item was the skirt that kept her modesty intact. So even though she did sweat a little, she wasn’t overly bothered by it.

The jungle itself was a harsh place filled with more Demon Beasts than even the grasslands, but we made it through after another day of travel. I don’t think I’d ever seen so many Spiritualists sobbing in relief as I did when we made it out.

And then, finally, the night of our fifth day arrived.
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It was late at night. I was on the night shift. Catalyna had told me there was no need for me to take a night shift, but Kari, Fay, and even Lin told her that we would take our shifts just like everyone else. We didn’t want any special treatment.

I had just relieved Lin, who was now snuggling with Kari and Fay in our futon. I would have liked to stay in the tent and snuggle with them, but I also understood that now wasn’t the time. As I stood beside the fire and activated Spiritual Perception, I kept my eyes open for any sign of a Demon Beast attack, since Spiritual Perception would only alert me if a Demon Beast of B-Rank or above was nearby.

While I was keeping lookout by the fire, Marko came up to me, his expression serious and stern. He was my partner for this night shift.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Yeah, something is wrong.” The frown on his face increased. “I’ve been keeping this in for a while now because I didn’t want to cause Lin trouble, but there’s no way I can hold this in anymore. I know you mean a lot to her, but I want you to stop seeing Lin!”

“That isn’t your choice to make,” I responded in a mild voice, but that just seemed to make him angry.

“You don’t even need her!” he spat. “You already have Kari and Fay! Isn’t that enough? How many more women do you plan to sink your teeth into?!”

I wanted to sigh, but I did an admirable job of holding it in. 
“You say that as if the idea of courting all three of them was mine.”

“Wasn’t it?!”

“No, it wasn’t,” I responded with flat-out denial. Marko, however, scowled at me with obvious disbelief. “You can choose to believe me or not, but the truth is the idea of having me court all three of them was Kari’s, not mine. Furthermore, Lin and I are connected.” I held up my hand. Even with just the firelight, the rose-like patterns around my ring finger, the Ring of Marji, was visible. “Lin gave this to me several months ago. It is sort of like a marriage ring among Lamia, and as far as I know, it’s impossible to remove.”

“What’s your point?” asked Marko. “You saying I should let that little thing stop me? I’m not gonna give up on her!”

“Listen, you.” I finally sighed as my irritation reached its peak. “I’m saying it doesn’t matter how hard you try. You can flirt with her for the rest of your life. She’ll still never return your feelings. What’s more…” My eyes finally narrowed as I released some of my Spiritual Power and directed it toward Marko as Spiritual Pressure, which emitted from my body in visible waves that caused the other man to take a wary step back. “Lin is mine. I love her, and I refuse to give her up. I put up with you because you don’t seem like a bad person and you come from a powerful family, but if you keep this up, I will beat you black and blue until you give up on Lin.”

Marko’s scowling face had turned a bright red, a vibrant hue the color of blood. He opened his mouth. I could tell he was seconds away from snapping at me.

He would never get the chance.

In that moment, a powerful Spiritual Pressure washed over us.

“What… what is that?” Marko asked, eyes widening as he twisted his head around like he was searching for the source of that immense power.

“I don’t know.” I narrowed my eyes as I grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and pulled it from the ground. “But I’m going to find out. You stay here in case something happens.”

I didn’t give Marko time to argue with me as I took off, using Spiritual Perception to follow the Spiritual Power to its source. Whoever was releasing that Spiritual Pressure could be in danger. What’s more, it had a very strange feel to it. When I used Spiritual Perception, it didn’t show up as a color. It was completely clear.

I had never seen a colorless Spiritual Signature before.

After traveling for several minutes, I picked up a strange glow emanating from a line of trees. I could hear the sounds of rustling fabric and pained whimpers. Now I was on guard. The hairs on my arms were prickling.

I crept toward the light, careful not to make a sound. When I reached a tree thick enough to hide my body, I steadied my breathing and looked around it.

There was a small clearing on the other side. The light came from a series of glowing sigils on the ground, runes, which several people in rusted and dingy armor were standing around. As I continued to observe these people, three of them caught my attention.

The first was the cloaked man kneeling before the runes. I could see nothing of him. His—or maybe her—entire body was covered from head to toe in a dark cloak. However, their boney, skeletal hands were placed on the circle and I could see Spiritual Power running from their hands to the runes. What’s more, the hands were not the normal color expected of a human. Maybe it was just my mind playing tricks on me or the fire’s light, but this person’s hands looked green.

Next to the man was a figure I knew from having defeated him in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament finals. Torgny Leucht stood with his battle-axe resting against the ground, hand on the pommel. His back was turned to me, so I couldn’t see his 
face, but I recognized him from his armor, stature, and unique Spiritual Signature.

Tearing my eyes from Torgny, I looked into the center of the rune array, and then I froze. My eyes grew wide and my heart seemed to stop, then it picked up and began beating rapidly in my chest.

The person inside of the circle, kneeling on all fours as she released several pained howls that didn’t sound human, was none other than Dyr.






Chapter 4



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part IV








I stared at Dyr,
 trying to figure out what was going on, but I couldn’t for the life of me understand what my eyes were telling me. Dyr was kneeling on all fours in the circle of runes. I recognized it as a highly complex rune array. Her body still looked human, but there was something beastly about her, something distinctly not human that I couldn’t put my finger on. The runes around her continued to glow. Her agonized howls filled the night air.

“What the heck is going on?!” Marko shouted in surprise.

Hearing him shout almost made me curse. Had he followed me?! I would have smacked him on the head, but the group surrounding Dyr had already noticed us. Torgny was looking my way and glaring like a man possessed, while the mercenaries were all readying their weapons.

“Ke ke ke. It seems we have unwanted visitors,” the cloaked man sitting on the ground said. “Kill them. Don’t let them escape.”

“Shit! Marko! Back me up here!” I shouted as I moved into the clearing.

“What? R-right!” Marko didn’t seem to understand what was going on, but he was smart enough to realize these people meant trouble. He was already wearing his gauntlets, which he pounded against each other several times in a staccato rhythm. His body erupted in brilliant flames that were an earthy green 
color. Then his gauntlets began glowing with vibrant light.

The mercenaries had already drawn their weapons. Swords, staves, axes, and polearms were held at the ready. There were exactly one dozen mercenaries, which meant there were thirteen people to fight, including Torgny. That cloaked man was pumping Spiritual Power into the rune array. At least, I think it was Spiritual Power. It felt much different than anything I’d ever felt before... no, more like it felt familiar but different from the Spiritual Power I had become used to. Either way, he wouldn’t be able to fight right now.

“Eryk Veiger,” Torgny said with a feral growl. “I’ve longed for the day I could have my revenge on you.”

“Too bad today isn’t gonna be that day,” I said, and then I attacked.

I channeled Spiritual Power through my Dragon’s Tail Ruler. Lightning crackled along the unwieldy-looking weapon as I swung it forward, undoing the locking mechanisms on each segment and attacking.

My target was not Torgny.

The tip of my ruler flew toward one of the mercenaries, a big man with a scar running down the left side of his face. It plunged through his chest, armor and all, and emerged from his back. Blood spilled from his chest and mouth. I must have ruptured his lung. Whatever
. With another surge of my Spiritual Power, the blade continued moving while the first mercenary died, still impaled.

My next foe was smart enough to realize her armor meant nothing. She activated her Spiritual Aura to protect her, but I just pumped even more Spiritual Power into my ruler, until the blade segments were glowing so brightly it was impossible to look at them directly. My Spiritual Power overpowered her aura completely, pierced her through the stomach, then went out her back. A look of shock was etched upon the woman’s face.

It was the look she died with.

My actions caused the other mercenaries to stop moving; I could see hesitance in their eyes. But Torgny growled at them.

“What are you fools doing?!” he demanded. “We didn’t pay you to stand around! Kill him!”

Torgny’s words caused the remaining ten mercenaries to move again. I pulled the Dragon’s Tail Ruler back, returning the weapon to its original state. While I did that, the mercenaries had closed in on me. But there was someone else present who they seemed to have forgotten about.

Marko.

As a member of the Kriger Family, one of the Three Heavenly Families, I knew that Marko had been well-trained in combat. I’d also seen his battles during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. Tonight, I got to see those skills up close.

Marko stomped on the ground several times, then knelt and punched the ground with his gauntlets. The earth erupted in front of him. It transformed into numerous spikes that shot at the mercenaries. However, this attack was just a feint. Several of the mercenaries swung their weapons as they activated their Spiritual Auras, destroying the spikes. Marko used their distracted state while dealing with his first attack to race around and attack them from the side.

“What the—he’s in our midst!”

“Don’t panic! This man is just a—urk!”

“Damn! He’s good!”

Marko’s first attack was a punch infused with the power of the earth element. As the sturdiest of the seven elements, it could be used to strengthen the body to almost absurd levels of physical prowess and durability, which I could see was what he had done. The sound of bones shattering echoed throughout the clearing as Marko’s fist caused the face of a mercenary to cave in. That man was dead before he even hit the ground.

“I guess it’s not good if I just stand here,” I muttered as I hefted the Dragon’s Tail Ruler over my shoulder.

For some reason, my instincts were telling me I needed to deal with these people quickly. That was why I generated the lightning element into my feet and activated Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step.

My body moved several times more quickly than it could with the regular Flash Step. I don’t think anyone even saw me as I raced through the mercenaries’ ranks. I swung my blade nine times. Horizontal. Vertical. Diagonal. Each attack sliced through a mercenary like their bodies and armor were made of butter, but the attacks didn’t seem to do any damage at first. That was how it appeared, at least, but it was just that I moved so fast the results had yet to show.

I think barely a second passed before I moved out of the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step. It was an extremely exhaustive Spiritual Lightning Technique. Currently, one minute was my absolute limit, but I didn’t want to exhaust all my Spiritual Power when I still had to deal with Torgny and the man empowering the rune array.

When I stopped using the Lightning Step, which also slowed my perception of time, the world seemed to revert back to its original flow. That was when the results of my attacks finally showed. All nine mercenaries were dead. Two of them were bisected through the waist, their upper bodies falling away from their legs and hitting the ground with wet thuds as their intestines spilled onto the earth. Another mercenary’s head slid off her shoulders. There were three I had sliced through using diagonal slashes, and my attacks had gouged deep chunks into their chest, blood spurting as they fell backward and released a panicked gurgle while choking on their own fluids. The last three fell forward. I had attacked them from behind, and their backs were sliced open, spines severed.

“What…?” Torgny’s eyes were bulging as, barely a few 
seconds after he’d given the order to kill me, his mercenaries lay dead on the ground. He wasn’t the only one expressing shock. Marko was gawking at me as if I’d just sprouted an extra head or turned into a Demon Beast.

“Ke ke ke. My, what a powerful young man you are,” the cloaked figure cackled. “No wonder Hagen thinks you are such a threat.”

I glanced at the cloaked figure standing several meters from me and prepared to move. Dyr looked like she was in pain, her body was shivering as she howled, and I could see tears streaming down her cheeks. If I wanted to save her, I just needed to kill this cloaked man, which would disrupt whatever ritual he was performing.

Yet as I prepared to move, a massive fire python five meters in length attacked me from the left, forcing me to dodge. The fire python hissed as it turned and leapt forward at me. I clicked my tongue and brought the Dragon’s Tail Ruler down, channeling water through the blade to create a very thin but hard-as-diamond coating. I ignored the cracking sound that came from the stressed metal. My weapon split the python in half.

“I’m not done yet!” Torgny roared as he spun his axe and rushed forward. He was pretty quick. He swung his axe several times, pythons appearing with each swipe. The smaller snakes lunged at me with the intent of immobilizing me like I’d seen him do during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament in his fight with Ulf Ulfric.

“Tch!”

I stopped using the Second State of Spiritualism and activated my Spiritual Aura. The watery blue aura erupted around my body, crackling as arcs of lightning shot off it. Each bolt struck one of the pythons, destroying it. By this point, Torgny had reached me. With a ferocious battle cry that made him sound only half sane, he swung his axe at my head.

I didn’t bother blocking.

Sidestepping the attack, I let his weapon strike the ground where I had been standing. Fire erupted from the swing. It was hot enough that the ground turned a vibrant red as though about to boil. Unconcerned by that, I placed my index finger against his temple.

Torgny froze. “What—?”

That was all I let him get out before I shot a beam of combined lightning and water through his head. It went through one temple and out the other, burning a hole clean through him. I couldn’t see through this hole since blood was gushing out of it like a fountain, but I didn’t need to. Torgny’s body teetered several times like he was still alive. Then his corpse crumpled to the ground.

“You really are a monster, aren’t you?” Marko said, eyeing the corpse at my feet.

“That’s an awfully rude thing to say,” I muttered, but I didn’t let his words bother me as I turned back toward the cloaked figure and Dyr.

“Ke ke ke. Hagen is going to be furious to know that his nephew is dead,” the old man hiding inside his cloak said. “Oh, well. Such is life. I never expected those mercenaries and Torgny would be defeated so easily, but since they have, I guess you’ll have to play with my Shadow Puppets.”

As he spoke, the shadows around me and Marko morphed and twisted—or that was how it appeared at first. A closer look revealed that several figures were actually emerging from the shadows. They wore cloaks and had white masks covering their faces. Some of the masks were quite plain, but a few had horned masks with the visages of terrifying demons. There were two dozen of them.

“These are the same kind of puppets that attacked me, and that technique just now was Shadow Walking.” I glared past the puppets to stare at the cloaked man. “So you were the one 
who attacked me in my old apartment and my new house. Who are you?”

“Ke ke ke. I can’t tell you who I am just yet, but… hm… let’s just say I am a man fighting for a higher power and leave it at that. You can call me Skygge.”

“Skygge…”

I tested the name, which was already familiar to me. Dyr had used that name in the same sentence when she had mentioned Hagen. So this was Skygge. I didn’t know what he meant when he said he worked for a “higher power,” but the only thing I could think of was maybe he worshiped one of the Great Overlords, or perhaps even the Sekbeists. I wouldn’t know for sure unless I captured and beat the information out of him.

“Marko,” I said.

“What?” Marko glanced at me as the Shadow Puppets closed in.

“Your earth element isn’t going to do much good against these Shadow Puppets. Stay back and wait for a chance to disrupt that rune array.” I pointed at the glowing runes surrounding Dyr.

“I hate the idea of taking orders from you, but fine. I’ll listen to you for now.” Marko took several steps back as I stepped forward.

The Shadow Puppets were already close enough that they could attack if they wanted, but they didn’t—not at first. I wondered why, then realized they weren’t really trying to kill me. They were stalling for time.

In that case…

Swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in a horizontal arc as I channeled a combination of the lightning and water elements through it, I unleashed a massive wave of white light that sliced into the foremost shadows, cutting them in half at the waist. Rather than falling into a pool of blood, their bodies burst into 
smoke and ash. I had only managed to kill six. The rest had been too quick and disappeared into shadow.

“What incredible power and control. And you don’t even need to use movements to properly channel your Spiritual Power. It’s enough to make one think you aren’t human,” Skygge cackled.

I gritted my teeth, but I didn’t let his words bother me as I activated the Flash Step and wove around the Shadow Puppets. The first three were killed easily. I sliced their heads off before they knew what hit them. Like the first six, these three burst into smoke and ash as if their bodies couldn’t maintain cohesion.

That was nine. Just fifteen more to go.

Two Shadow Puppets appeared within my shadow, but I activated my Spiritual Aura before they could attack. Lightning burst from my aura and struck their masks, shattering them, which caused the Shadow Puppets to disperse. I was beginning to understand more about these things the longer I fought them.

Raising my hand, I splayed my five fingers and pointed at a horde of Shadow Puppets preparing to attack me. Lightning and water combined on my fingertips, forming five glowing spheres that shot out, each striking a puppet’s mask and blowing a hole clean through it. Again, they reverted to smoke and ash.

“I see now,” I said. “These things are just masses of the darkness element, agglomerated together and forced to remain in this form with the help of those masks. My guess is you don’t have enough control over the darkness element to keep them together. The masks have a rune array that helps you.”

“Ke ke ke. That’s an awfully perceptive deduction,” Skygge said, all but admitting I was right. “It’s incredibly difficult to create cohesive beings that are capable of affecting the 
environment like this, especially with the darkness element. I use runes to fix that.”

I didn’t talk anymore; now that I knew what they were, I attacked with greater zeal. Swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, unleashing bursts of lightning and water, destroying the masks at every opportunity. One. Two. Three more fell to my blade as I used the Flash Step in a continuous flow, reducing the number of Shadow Puppets to five.

“E-Eryk…”

At the sound of a weak voice, I stopped my unrelenting attacks and looked toward the rune array. Dyr was lying on her stomach now. Her shoulders and back heaved as drool leaked from her mouth and tears dripped from her eyes. She was looking at me. It was the saddest, most pathetic look I’d ever seen on a person. It was the look of someone who’d given up.

“Marko! Hurry up and disrupt that rune array!” I snapped.

“Got it!”

Whatever Marko thought of me, he was smart enough to realize that the rune array needed to be destroyed. He rushed forward and prepared to disrupt the rune array. All he needed to do was cut one or more of the runes that made it up and the whole thing would cease functioning.

Before he could, the remaining five Shadow Puppets vanished into the shadows and appeared in front of him, forcing him to stop. I grimaced as I used the Flash Step again. I appeared directly in front of Marko and swung my lightning-coated ruler hard enough to destroy all five masks, once more ignoring the sounds of metal cracking. The Shadow Puppets burst into smoke.

However, it was already too late.

“Ke ke ke. I’ve already done what I came here to do,” Skygge said, and indeed, the glow from the rune array was already gone. He and Dyr soon began disappearing into the 
shadows around them. “Ke ke ke. I recommend you two head back to your camp. They’re probably in a lot of trouble right about now.”

I was just about to use the Flash Step. Even though I hadn’t been able to stop the rune array from doing whatever it was supposed to, I could at least grab Dyr. Before I could, however, Skygge lifted his head, and I froze upon seeing bloody crimson eyes glowing vibrantly within the shadows of his hood. They were so horrifyingly familiar to me. These were not the eyes of a human. I’d only met one creature who had crimson eyes like this. Recently, I had even begun seeing these eyes in my dreams, as if to remind me of who my greatest enemies were. My current dreams were all about the war from my past life. Seeing the eyes of enemies from my past in my present made me hesitate for one second. That single second was enough time for both Skygge and Dyr to disappear into a shadow.

“Damn it,” I muttered.

“What should we do?” asked Marko, who was deferring to me for the moment. “Should we chase after them?”

I shook my head. “We can’t. Skygge just used a Spiritual Darkness Technique called Shadow Walking. It allows him to move between shadows. Even if I activated Spiritual Perception, I won’t be able to track him when he’s using Shadow Walking. What’s more, the fact that he managed to evade my detection for so long means he probably has the ability to traverse at least one or two kilometers with a single use of this technique. We won’t catch up to him.”

“Then what should we do?” asked Marko.

“Let’s head back to camp,” I said. “That man said our camp is likely in trouble. I don’t think he was lying.”

Marko didn’t look like he was as sure as me, but he didn’t argue either. As we turned and headed back the way we came, I prayed that nothing bad had happened to our group.
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My prayers were unanswered.

When Marko and I returned to the camp, it was to find pandemonium had spread. Demon Beasts were attacking our group. Several Spiritualists already lay dead. One, an older man of middle age, was being viciously ripped apart by a Felinoid—a jungle cat Demon Beast with sharp claws and fangs. A younger woman with auburn hair lay on the ground several meters to my left, staring sightlessly at the sky as a Greater Jungle Python swallowed her whole starting from her feet.

“W-what is going on here?!” Marko screamed.

“Don’t ask obvious questions! Get in there and help everyone!” I snapped.

I didn’t wait for Marko to get his act together as I used the Flash Step to dart forward and began carving my way through the Demon Beasts attacking the camp. There were so many I couldn’t begin to count them all. Most of them were just D-Ranks, but there were a few like the Greater Jungle Python and Felinoid that were C-Ranks. With my blade coated in lightning and water, I cleaved through all the Demon Beasts in my path as I made my way to the tent my group had been using.

The tent was already in shambles. It looked like multiple Demon Beasts had trampled over it.

Calming down before I could panic, I remembered it would be easy to find my companions if they were still alive. I activated Spiritual Perception and sent Spiritual Power into the Ring of Marji. My awareness quickly spread out as the world around me lost color, becoming monochrome. The only thing I could see in color now were the lights from various Spiritual Auras, most of which were red and blue.

I locked onto the unique Spiritual Signatures of Kari, Lin, and Fay. They were fighting about two dozen meters to my left 
alongside several other Spiritualists. It looked like they had grouped together, which explained why I’d only seen two corpses so far. These must have been the people who had survived the initial attack and gathered to defend themselves. Through my Ring of Marji, I could sense Lin’s irritation and desperation.

Moving within a Flash Step, I darted through the twisted trees of the jungle and arrived quickly at the scene where I had sensed their Spiritual Signatures.

Fourteen of the initial twenty Spiritualists were there. They had formed a defensive ring—a formation where several people created a circle so they could defend from attacks coming in any direction. It was a sound strategy. Catalyna was the one directing them. She stood next to Finn and an older man as she barked out orders and attacked Demon Beasts that came too close with her jagged blade. While she was doing what she could, Kari, Fay, and Lin were taking the brunt of the Demon Beasts’ assault. The normal Spiritualists had formed the circle, and those three were using their teamwork to take down any Demon Beast that got too close.

They were working well together, with Lin creating a number of ethereal snakes to attack multiple Demon Beasts at once. Her snakes would sink their fangs into the flesh of Demon Beasts—Ligers, Felinoids, and Great Pythons mostly—and the poison they injected slowed the monsters down long enough for Kari or Fay to finish them off with ranseur and gauntlet-clad fists. They weren’t using Spiritual Techniques. Given how many Demon Beasts were present, I assumed they were trying to conserve their Spiritual Power for when they really needed it.

I had no such compunctions.

Taking a deep breath, I channeled my Spiritual Power, which surged through my body like an electric current as I activated the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step. As lightning 
skittered around underneath my feet, I moved.
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When the initial attack came, Kari had been sleeping with Lin and Fay. She’d been woken up by the loud crashing sound of trees being felled. Fortunately, that noise had woken up all three of them, and they’d been able to emerge from their tent in time to avoid being trampled to death as several Demon Beasts stampeded into their clearing.

They hadn’t been able to put on their armor, but they had grabbed their weapons, which she and Fay used to fight their way through the horde of attacking Demon Beasts and link up with the others. From there, they had formed a circle-defense formation, but she, Fay, and Lin had decided not to join the formation and went on the attack. Their goal was to bolster the circle formation’s defense from the outside.

That had been fifteen minutes ago.

The current battlefield was an absolute mess, with the corpses of numerous Demon Beasts strewn across the jungle floor. There were Greater Pythons, Felinoids, Ligers, and Poisonous Stinger Frogs.

While it would be easier to assume the Greater Pythons and Felinoids, which were larger and physically stronger, were a greater threat, the truth was the D-Rank Poisonous Stinger Frogs were the most troublesome enemies to deal with. They were only about knee-high. Their smaller profile made them harder to spot within the chaos, and they could shoot poisonous needles from their mouths and hides. Their poison was also potent enough that it could numb a Spiritualist’s body if their needles penetrated flesh.

So far, she, Fay, and Lin had avoided having needles pierce their skin by activating their Spiritual Auras, which acted as a shield to protect them from receiving damage from both 
physical and spiritual attacks. But some of their comrades weren’t so lucky, and a number were already on their knees. Their Spiritual Auras flickered wildly as if they would go out at any second.

She and her two companions did what they could to protect the others. Lin was poisoning the Demon Beasts with fast-acting toxins that slowed reaction times and dulled the senses, while Kari and Fay attacked with purely physical techniques. They didn’t know what was happening. However, if a stronger Demon Beast showed up, they would need all the Spiritual Power they had to deal with it. Thus they fought conservatively.

“Haaaa!!!”

Kari shot forward as a Felinoid roared in anguish after a snake bit into it, using its distracted state to thrust her ranseur into its left eye socket. Her weapon caused the eye to burst. As blood and other fluids spilled out, she plunged her weapon in further, going straight through its eye and into its brain. She didn’t wait for the creature to fall as she yanked her weapon out and sought another enemy to slay.

About two meters from her current location, Fay unleashed a series of monstrously swift strikes with her gauntlets, repeatedly pounding into a Greater Python with a relentless barrage. Indents appeared on the snake’s body as scales cracked and fresh blood poured. The creature hissed as it tried to attack her with its tail, but she avoided it with nimble steps and continued to hammer it until the Demon Beast’s organs ruptured from the repeated attacks and it died.

No normal person can do that…

Eryk’s training was proving itself during this battle. Hers and Fay’s physical prowess was incredible. She didn’t know another human being that could cause so much damage to a Demon Beast with purely physical attacks.

Twirling her ranseur around her body, Kari took several 
steps back as she sliced into the muzzle of a Liger—a furred animal similar to a Felinoid but smaller and less powerful. The creature screamed and moved back. She took a step forward and stabbed her blade through the tip of its mouth, killing it.

Several more Demon Beasts tried to attack from her blind spot, but Lin created a pair of whips to force them back. The loud cracking of her whips caused Kari to recognize the threat as well. She spun, darted forward, and leapt onto the back of a Felinoid. Blood spurted from the creature’s back as she plunged her ranseur deep into its body. She didn’t stay for long. As the Felinoid released a dying whimper, she removed her weapon and jumped off.

Landing on the ground, she was just in time to spot Fay rotating her entire body as she punched a Liger so hard it was lifted off the ground and sent soaring. She didn’t need to watch it tumble like a ragdoll to know her friend’s attack had killed it.

As the three continued to fight, Catalyna barked out orders. “Everyone! Tighten up our defensive formation! Work together! Finn! Get back in line and stop messing around!”

“There’s too many of them!”

“Why are there so many Demon Beasts?!”

“Quit whining and keep fighting! Do not give up!”

The battle continued to rage. Kari could feel her body becoming sluggish. She’d been fighting nonstop for a while now, and while she only had a few cuts and bruises to show for it, she knew it was only a matter of time before she ran out of energy. The last Felinoid who attacked had managed to slam its head into her torso, where a large and ugly black bruise had formed.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Fay said as she and Kari regrouped with Lin. Like her, Fay and Lin were also injured and breathing heavily. “There’s no end to them.”

“You’re right.” Kari frowned. “What is going on? Why are all these Demon Beasts attacking us?”

“This princess just wants to know where Darling is,” Lin said. “Why isn’t he here?”

Kari wished to know that as well. Eryk had been on watch, and she knew he wouldn’t disappear unless he had a good reason. With the current situation being what it was, she believed that reason had something to do with this horde of attacking Demon Beasts.

As more Demon Beasts came pouring in like an unrelenting flood, Kari and the others found themselves unable to converse as they focused completely on defending themselves and each other. Marko arrived at some point and joined Catalyna in the defensive circle. There was still no sign of Eryk, but none of them could afford to think about that as they were soon overwhelmed by enemies.

Forced to constantly backpedal as more and more Demon Beasts rushed in from the ground and treetops, Kari found herself receiving more injuries. A Liger managed to catch her off guard, scratching her arm and drawing blood. She wasn’t the only one to get hurt. Lin hissed as a Felinoid bit into her tail, sinking its fangs in deep. The Lamia girl killed it with a swift whip strike that cracked open its head, but the damage had already been done. Similarly, Fay was knocked to the ground as a Felinoid pounced on her. While she managed to kick it off, the Demon Beast had crushed her left gauntlet; blood leaked from the cracks.

Just as it looked like they were about to be completely overwhelmed, a bright flash of pale blue lightning suddenly rushed into the clearing, and the Demon Beasts that had been harassing them became little more than broken bodies lying on the ground.
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I had
 Spiritual Power to spare, so I didn’t bother holding anything back. After activating the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step, I began mowing down every Demon Beast within the clearing, cleaving their bodies in half with the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, slicing their heads clean off, and removing limbs with quick and precise swings. Blood traced arcs through the air as I raced across the clearing and hacked apart every Demon Beast within sight.

The first area I cleared out was the one around Kari, Fay, and Lin. I raced around the three like a bolt of lightning as I demolished the Demon Beasts surrounding them. Ligers lost their heads, Felinoids were slashed in half, and Greater Pythons were split down the middle. With so many enemies in the clearing, I had no idea how many I killed. By the time I was done, the jungle floor was stained with so much ichor the ground was no longer visible.

“Eryk!” Fay and Kari shouted while Lin cried out, “Darling!” at the same time.

“Help me clear out the rest of these Demon Beasts!” I called to them.

They didn’t say anything. Words weren’t needed. Despite their injuries, Kari, Fay, and Lin quickly raced into the defensive circle and began helping protect the others, while I continued to use the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step to 
move about the clearing so I could slice enemies apart.

One Liger appeared within my sights. I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler as I passed by it, feeling only a moment of resistance before the creature was split in half. The two halves flew away from each other, gore spilling to the ground, intestines splattering everywhere as both halves hit the jungle floor with a meaty thud.

A Greater Python hissed like an angry beast as it lunged at me, but I turned into a streak of lightning and appeared above it. I was already spinning my body around. Using the Dragon’s Tail Ruler as a fulcrum, I spun a full 360 degrees like a windmill. The Greater Python’s head flew off and hit the ground. It continued to open and close its mouth as though trying to bite anyone nearby but eventually stilled. Meanwhile, the body fell to the floor and twitched spastically several times, its movements growing slower and slower until it stopped altogether.

I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the Demon Beasts attacking us eventually stopped—or rather, all the Demon Beasts that had been attacking were dead. Gazing around at the brutalized bodies for a moment, I looked back at the Spiritualists to see how they were holding up, though I had to withhold a grimace. None were dead. That was good, but a few were in bad shape. All of them were injured to some degree, and I could tell from how some were on the verge of passing out that they had depleted all their Spiritual Power.

“Catalyna!” I shouted as I raced over to their group.

“You!” Catalyna shouted back, her face red. “Where have you been?! Those Demon Beasts attacked us without warning! You should have been here! Several of our people died because you weren’t there to warn us!”

Her words brought me up short, but I knew now wasn’t the time to lament. “I apologize. I sensed a strong Spiritual Power and went to follow it. I didn’t know this would happen in the 
time I was gone.”

“A strong Spiritual Power.” Catalyna furrowed her brow as I nodded. Kari, Lin, Fay, Finn, and Marko came up alongside us. “Well, whatever. What’s done is done. We need to regroup and salvage what we can. This expedition is a bust. We’re heading back to Nevaria.”

“I don’t think we can,” I said.

“Why not?” asked Marko.

“Which direction did those Demon Beasts come from?” I asked.

“Direction?” Catalyna frowned as though she couldn’t understand what I was getting at.

Lin was the one who answered me. “They came from the south.”

Her words were met with blank stares from some, but those who understood, like Catalyna and Marko, sucked in a deep breath. Kari and Fay closed their eyes, anguish washing over their faces. As we all stood there, several loud noises emerged from deeper in the jungle. The direction those sounds were coming from was the south.

“They’re coming from the direction of Nevaria,” I stated. “Meaning we can’t go that way. What’s more, it sounds like there are more Demon Beasts heading toward us from that direction. Unless you’re willing to fight your way through however many Demon Beasts are between us and the city, then we have to go somewhere else.”

My words caused the remaining Spiritualists who’d survived to panic. Faces paled as the blood drained from them. A few began biting their nails. One even broke down in tears.

“W-we’re all gonna die here, aren’t we?”

“Is this the end? I don’t wanna die!”

“Damn it! If I knew this was going to be my last day, I would have asked my girlfriend to marry me!”

“If we can’t go back to Nevaria, then what should we do?” 
asked Catalyna, speaking up over the rising tide of panicking voices.

“We’ll split up into two groups,” I began. “One group is going to act as a decoy to draw the Demon Beasts’ attention away from the other group. The decoy group will only consist of myself, while the rest of you—”

“Absolutely not,” Kari interrupted, putting her foot down before I could finish. “There’s no way we’re letting you go off on your own this time. Forget it. You are taking at least one of us with you.”

As she spoke, Fay and Lin nodded in agreement. I struggled for a moment, but I knew now wasn’t the time to argue, just as I also knew that Fay and Kari had been training for this very reason. Denying their help now would be like saying I didn’t trust them to watch my back.

“Okay. Me and one other person will act as decoys to draw the Demon Beasts away from everyone else. Meanwhile, the larger group will head toward those ruins on your map. If they’re unexplored, then it means there should be a place where you can safely hide out until the Demon Beasts disperse.”

Catalyna bit her lip as her light blue eyes flickered with indecision. “But… the ruins are still at least two days away. Several of us are injured and all of us are exhausted. We’ll never make it like this.”

“You will,” I declared. “I have several bags of alchemy pills in my tent. Among those pills are the Tender Healing Pill, Spiritual Booster Pill, Temporary Enhancement Pill, Endurance Pill, and Blood Clotting Pill. There should be about fifty of each inside. If you take an Endurance Pill now, then take another one every time you get tired, you should be able to cut down the time it takes to reach those ruins in half.”

What I was suggesting was a reckless charge day and night without resting through the Demon Beast Mountain Range, 
using pills to keep them going until they reached safety. It was basically a suicide run. However, it was also the greatest chance our group had for survival, and Catalyna had to know that. If we couldn’t return to Nevaria, then we could only press onward.

“Yes…” Catalyna sighed. “Yes, you are right. This really is the only option we have right now. Okay! That’s what we’ll do.”

“Now all I need to do is decide who should remain with me to draw off the Demon Beasts,” I said. “I can only take one person. We’ll cause a huge ruckus, kill as many Demon Beasts as we can, and then run in the opposite direction you guys are heading.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Fay hedged.

I shrugged. “We’re already in danger.”

Fay could say nothing to argue with that, so I quickly thought about who among this group should stay with me. Of course, there were only three people I’d accept. Kari, Lin, or Fay. Kari and Fay were both incredibly strong, while Lin had the benefit of her Lamia-given strength, which included unnaturally large reserves of Spiritual Power. Two of them would have to remain with this group to protect them in the event they ran into Demon Beasts during their travels, so only one could come with me.

“I think Fay should stay with you,” Kari said, causing everyone, even Fay, to stare at her in shock. She gave me a helpless smile like she was struggling with something. “As much as I would like to volunteer myself, I know that Fay is currently stronger than me, so she won’t drag you down as much.”

We didn’t really have time to argue, so I accepted her explanation and agreed that Fay was the best choice. For her part, Fay looked completely unsure of herself. She stared at Kari, then at me, then looked down at the blood-soaked 
ground. Her shoulders were shaking.

“I... I don’t know how much help I can be,” she confessed. “I don’t think I’m strong enough to protect you.”

I had seen this unconfident side of her many times, so I knew it stemmed from her inferiority complex toward Kari. It affected her even now, even after we resolved the issues between us, to the point where I’d begun to think it had become so ingrained into her psyche that it had become an inextricable part of her.

I placed my hands on her shoulders and stared into Fay’s trembling green eyes, trying to convey my confidence in her through touch and eye contact.

“You are,” I said simply. “I know you are.”

Fay’s lips trembled a little. After several seconds had passed, she nodded. “O-okay. I’ll do my best.”

“That will be enough.” I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

There was no more time to dally after the decision had been made. I could hear the howls and growls of more Demon Beasts coming closer, and some of them were the familiar, air-rending shrieks of Pteranodons, which meant we’d have to deal with attacks from the air if we didn’t move soon.

After salvaging what I could from our tent, I found that the alchemy pills had been spared its destruction. It looked like the large pack that I carried everything in had been kicked away but not trampled. The alchemy pills were inside.

I had everyone, including myself, take one of each pill, then handed more than half of them to Catalyna and told her to hand them out whenever someone needed one. There were enough inside that they could afford to be wasteful. Catalyna nodded and wished me and Fay good luck, then she and everyone else began to move.

As Fay and I watched Kari and Lin head off with the others, my partner turned to me.

“Are you sure this was wise? Splitting up like this, I mean.”

“It isn’t.” I gave her a helpless smile. “But it’s also the only choice we have. Out of everyone here, I’m the most likely to survive against a horde of Demon Beasts, so I was the obvious choice. And Kari was right about you. You’ve trained with me longer than anyone else. Not only are you stronger from a purely physical standpoint, but you know how I fight better than anyone. I think we can survive this so long as we’re together.”

Fay was only wearing one gauntlet now, her left gauntlet having been crushed at some point during the fight. The wound was healed already; I had used the water element to patch her up. She reached out with this now healed hand, and I reached back, gripping her hand tightly. There was no embarrassment or hesitation in her actions just then.

“Eryk,” she said in a serious voice. “If… if we don’t make it out of this, I want you to know that I really, truly love you.”

I could have said something cool during this moment like “There’s no way we’ll die!”
 or “Even if I die, I’ll make sure you live!”
 but honestly, I found such lines to be trite and insensitive. They wouldn’t help us here. What’s more, even if I had confidence in myself, there was still a very real possibility that one or both of us would die.

So what I said instead was…

“I love you too, Fay.”

Fay smiled at me.
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A Demon Beast appeared to bar their path. It came from around a slope, its rugged paws digging gouges into the ground as it moved forward on four muscular limbs covered in fur. Werecat. It was a C-Rank Demon Beast with a feline muzzle, long tusks jutting from its mouth, and a long tail with a 
barbed tip.

Before the others could respond, Kari darted up the dirt-covered slope, skimming over the ground on light feet. She met the Werecat head-on, thrusting her spear forward. Her relentless—and maybe even reckless—attack was rewarded. This Werecat’s forward momentum kept it from being able to change directions, and as the Demon Beast impaled itself upon her ranseur, she used the strength she had acquired from training with Eryk and Fay to lift the now-dead carcass and toss it over the side of the mountain.

The others caught up to her by this point. All of them stared at her in astonishment, but she felt they should have been used to this by now.

As she began running again, Catalyna rushed up to her side.

“Excellent work. Do you need any alchemy pills?”

Kari shook her head. “Not right now. Thanks, though.”

It had been half a day since they split up with Eryk and Fay and began running toward the ruins located on Catalyna’s map. They had made it out of the jungle several hours ago. Beyond the jungle had been a mostly deserted mountain pass with a lot of boulders strewn about the ground. Of course, it had looked deserted, but there were plenty of D and C-Rank Demon Beasts lurking around to cause trouble.

What should have taken one day to pass through the desert region had only taken about six hours thanks to their nonstop running. They trekked through the area covered in boulders four or even five times larger than they were tall, on the lookout for Demon Beast attacks. As the two strongest members in their group, Kari and Lin were the ones who took on the bulk of the work, fighting against any Demon Beast that tried to attack them with ranseur, whips, and tail.

Night turned to day. After traveling through the desert region, they came upon the slope of a mountain trail, which Catalyna said would lead to the ruins. Kari wasn’t sure how 
long they had been traveling; she wasn’t sure how far they had traveled either. All she knew was that her ranseur felt heavy in her hands despite having consumed an uncountable number of alchemy pills.

The mountain pass they were on wound around the mountainside as it traveled up. The pass was steep in some areas and almost flat in others. There were occasions where everyone was forced to climb up rocky cliffs to reach the next stage. Quite a few of these cliff faces looked like they might have once been stairs, but they’d fallen into such disrepair that it was hard to figure out whether they really were stairs or just looked like them.

Kari and Lin were no longer at the rear. Since they were running toward their destination, their strength was needed to push through enemies in the front rather than protect everyone against enemies from the back. Marko and Finn were in the back to protect their flanks.

Everyone had been affected by the chase through the jungle, the desert, and now the mountain path. When she looked at her group of companions, she could see the bags under their eyes. Shoulders drooped as though a weight was pushing down on them, faces appeared gaunt and starving from lack of food and energy, and many were beginning to lag behind.

They had been relying on Eryk’s alchemy pills to keep them going. It was true these pills gave them endurance, clarity, and boosted their Spiritual Power, but not even the most potent pill could completely negate a lack of sleep and food. The most they had been able to eat were some rations that Catalyna had the foresight to bring with her. It wasn’t enough to fill them up.

“This princess sees something!” Lin suddenly exclaimed. Kari shook the cobwebs from her head and looked where Lin was pointing.

A pair of large columns stood on either side of the pass, 
broken and desolate, but definitely not something nature could create. Kari quickened her pace and stopped beside one of the columns. It towered over her. This pillar was so much larger than anything she had ever seen that it made even the rampart surrounding Nevaria seem small. She pressed her hand against it. The stone used to create this structure was worn, but she could make out runes that had been etched into the surface.

“This definitely belongs to a ruin of some kind,” she said. “Only ruins would have something like this marking the way.” She turned to Catalyna. “How much further?”

“Not far now,” Catalyna said. “We should reach it in less than a day.”

While less than a day didn’t sound bad, everyone there felt like complaining, evident from the way they groaned. They had been running at a sprint nonstop for over a day now. The human body was not made to move without eating and sleeping for so long, pills or no pills.

“Then let’s keep moving,” Kari said.

No one argued with her and the group moved on with Kari and Lin in the lead. Though their pace had slowed considerably, they at least didn’t stop. Kari winced as a dull throb entered her left shoulder, which had been carrying the weight of her ranseur this whole time. As she switched hands, she glanced at Lin.

While also covered in some cuts and bruises, the Lamia girl looked to be in far better shape than anyone else. This was despite how she had been at the front lines, fighting nonstop just like Kari. She slithered along the ground with complete ease. Her face didn’t show any fatigue or strain like it did the others.

“How is it that you still have so much energy?” asked Kari. “I know for a fact that you haven’t taken more than two Endurance Pills since we began running.”

“Lamia are naturally more resilient than humans,” Lin 
answered. “Our bodies are stronger and we can survive in harsh environments without food, water, or rest for a lot longer.”

“Is that so? I’m kind of jealous,” she said.

“Hmhmhm.” Lin released a little laugh as she crossed her arms, though she didn’t stop moving. Her tail moved in a zigzag pattern that propelled her along the ground faster than a human could walk. “You should be. This princess has an incredible body that just won’t quit. No matter what life throws at her, this princess will never stop until she has Darling’s babies.”

“I could have done without that last statement,” Kari said, though she was also smiling. Lin’s upbeat attitude was having a positive effect on her, making it feel like she could keep going.

The others didn’t seem to feel the same way. Several of the Spiritualists traveling with them glared at Lin like she was the cause of all their problems, which was of course ridiculous, but they didn’t seem to care. Kari would have glared back, but she didn’t want to waste energy. She kept her eyes up front and focused entirely on protecting their group and reaching the ruins.

This area didn’t seem to have as many Demon Beasts. They had only run into that one Werecat so far. Yet as they continued wandering, Kari couldn’t help but shiver. She glanced around. The large cliffs on their right stretched into the sky without limit. On their left was a large drop of at least several dozen meters. Nothing stood out to her that seemed unusual, but it was impossible to shake the feeling of predatory eyes on her.

“Is something wrong?” Lin asked.

“I feel like we are being watched,” Kari said.

“That’s because we are
 being watched.”

“What?”

Kari whipped her head over to look at Lin, who was 
nodding as she spoke like nothing was wrong. “There is a large group of Werecats watching us from higher up. They have been following us ever since you killed that first one.”

“And you didn’t think to say anything?” Kari asked, now annoyed.

Lin paused. “Should this princess have said something? She assumed you already knew about them.”

“That’s… no, it’s fine. This is my fault. Sorry for snapping at you.”

Lin accepted her apology but still looked wary of another tongue lashing. Meanwhile, Kari called Catalyna up to her and informed the woman of what Lin had discovered. She spoke softly so the others wouldn’t hear. She didn’t want to cause a panic right now.

“These Werecats must be under the command of a Mabeast,” Catalyna said. “Mabeasts are the evolutionary form of Werecats. They’re a B-Rank Demon Beast about two times larger than the average Werecat, several times stronger, and a lot more cunning. They form packs to help them hunt. If there’s a Mabeast here, we could be in a lot of trouble.”

“What should we do?” asked Kari.

Catalyna bit her lip as her brow furrowed. “We keep going like this. It sounds like they are currently just watching us, so if we don’t give away that we know they are watching, we should be able to travel a bit further before they attack. The only thing we need to be wary of are traps. I’ve heard that Mabeasts like creating landslides to catch the unwary.”

That sounded dangerous, but there wasn’t anything else they could do. They continued moving.

“Lin, can you point out exactly where they are?” asked Kari.

“Up ahead on our right,” Lin said.

Being as discreet as possible, Kari glanced up. She couldn’t see anything at first, but as she continued to stare, it looked like the environment began moving. But it wasn’t, she realized. 
What moved was actually the body of a Werecat. Its tan fur was allowing it to blend in with the cliffs. Once she knew what to look for, Kari discovered not one, two, or even three Werecats. It looked like there were at least a dozen.

“I think we should make a break for it,” Kari stated.

Catalyna frowned. “Why do you say that?”

“Because if they are planning to create a landslide to trap us, then running right now would mean they won’t have time to trigger it.”

A man-made—or in this case, Demon Beast-made—landslide was not something that could just happen in an instant. It required either building up a lot of loose debris or finding areas in the cliff that were naturally weak and destroying them with explosive force. A B-Rank Demon Beast could probably cause a big enough explosion. But if they moved before it could use a Spiritual Attack, they could avoid being swept away by a landslide. Those were her thoughts on the matter.

“I guess we’ve no choice.” Catalyna sighed before turning back to the others. “Everybody! We’re running now! Pick up the pace!”

Despite the obvious confusion everyone present exuded, they didn’t complain even though they were exhausted. The group picked up their pace into a quick run. At that exact moment, as if realizing their prey was onto them, a massive roar shook the entire mountainside. Lin covered her ears as the sound pierced them. Even Kari stumbled as the sonic wave of sound affected her balance. When the roar vanished into a fading echo, the loud sound of something breaking, of something cracking, echoed around them. Then several tons of rocks, boulders, and dust began falling.

Everyone panicked and ran faster. With Kari and Lin in the lead, they managed to mostly outrun the falling debris, but not all of them made it to safety. One older man in his thirties was struck on the head by a stray rock. He stumbled backward, 
and the falling debris overtook him. The last thing Kari saw was his hand before he was completely buried and swept over the mountainside.

“Keep running!” Catalyna commanded.

The group did run. While Kari and Lin were up front, Catalyna, Marko, and Finn remained directly behind them, and the other Spiritualists were even further behind. As they ran, several Werecats leapt down from the cliffs. They unleashed ferocious roars as they made to attack.

Lin hissed as she opened her mouth and spat out several fast-moving globs of purple poison. Her aim was impeccable. She struck the eyes of the four Werecats in the lead, blinding and hurting them at the same time. Unable to see, the Werecats crashed into each other and tumbled down the cliff, striking several hard rocks on their way down, rolling across the path everyone was running along, and falling over the other side, where they disappeared and fell to their deaths.

The rest of the Werecats managed to leap onto the path. Two came from behind, three from the front. Walking out from between the three up ahead of them was a Demon Beast that looked like a Werecat—except it was nearly two times bigger. Its sturdy frame blocked almost the entire mountain path. Rippling muscles covered every inch of its body. Snarling lips were peeled back to reveal massive fangs behind its two tusks. The yellow glow of its eyes contained a vicious cunning that made even Kari and Lin back away from it.

“W-we’re surrounded!” Finn shouted in shock. “What should we do?!”

“We should remain calm,” Catalyna snapped before turning to Kari. “What do you think we should do?”

Why are you asking me?!

Had circumstances been different, she might have appreciated someone of Catalyna’s experience and status looking to her for advice, but right now, she really didn’t feel 
that way at all. She didn’t have much experience in this matter. This was only her second time coming to the Demon Beast Mountain Range. That said, she also knew someone had to do something.

“Lin and I will take care of the Mabeast,” Kari declared. “You, Marko, Fin, and the others deal with the Werecats. Also, please hand me some of those alchemy pills.”

“Okay.”

Catalyna didn’t hesitate to place several pills in Kari’s outstretched hand. She popped them all into her mouth, ignored the bitter taste of mixing medicinal ingredients, and swallowed the spirit’s awful concoction. It tasted foul but energy swiftly rushed through her body. She felt lighter. Spiritual Power and energy were flowing through her like a rushing hurricane thanks to the Spiritual Booster Pill and Endurance Pill, and the Clarity Pill allowed her to focus better.

“Give this princess some pills too, please,” Lin said. Catalyna handed several pills to her, and the Lamia didn’t hesitate to pop them into her mouth, though she did make a face. “Blegh. These taste horrible.”

Kari snorted, but that amused sound was all she could make before the Werecats and Mabeast attacked them. Since her job was to take care of the Mabeast with Lin, she ignored the Werecats, trusting Catalyna, Marko, Finn, and the others to keep them away. She rushed past them and attacked the Mabeast head-on.

Since it looked like they were nearing their destination, Kari held nothing back. She spun her ranseur around her body. Each swipe created a brilliant golden trident in the air. With another twirl of her weapon, she launched the projectiles forward. While she didn’t expect them to do much damage—this was only a C-Rank Spiritual Technique—she didn’t expect them to just bounce off as they did.

“Crap!”

Kari was forced to dodge as the Mabeast nearly barreled into her. She backpedaled to avoid its claw swipe, then ducked when it tried to bite her head off. Now close enough to this creature’s mouth that she could smell its putrid breath, Kari thrust her ranseur forward, striking the Mabeast underneath its jaw.

Clang!

Sparks flew as her ranseur slid away from the Mabeast, showing her that its fur was tougher than even her weapon. She grimaced and quickly scrambled out from underneath the Demon Beast as it tried to squash her flat with a massive paw. As she leapt backward several times, Lin rushed between its legs, spitting poison from her mouth. It must have been acidic. The poison hissed as it struck the fur, steam emitting from each spot struck as it melted through, and it was harmful enough that the Mabeast screeched in pain.

Using the Mabeast’s distracted state, Kari used the Flash Step to appear on top of its head. It tried to knock her off. However, Kari leapt into the air to avoid its thrashing, then came back down and impaled the tip of her glowing ranseur into its right eye.

“GGGGGGRRRAA!!!”

Gritting her teeth as the Mabeast roared in agony and rage, she clung to its back as it tried to throw her off again, keeping her ranseur firmly impaled through its eye socket. During this time, Lin used the tip of her tail to pierce the areas where her poison had weakened the Mabeast’s durable fur. Her attacks were so fast it appeared as if multiple tails were attacking at the same time. Dark ichor blasted from holes that appeared along the Demon Beast’s body.

As the creature’s enraged roars turned into cries of agony, Kari removed her ranseur and stabbed its other eye out. She ignored the stench of blood as the eye burst like overripe fruit and stained her boots in gore. The Mabeast was panicking 
now. Completely blinded by her attacks, it stumbled along. Kari kept a careful eye on her surroundings as she bent her knees to keep her balance, and when her foe was near the edge of the cliff, she leapt off and landed on the ground. The Mabeast kept going and fell off the cliff with a loud cry. The thunderous sound of something striking the ground echoed up to her as it continued falling, until at last, countless meters below, the sounds disappeared.

“Are you okay, Big Sister?” asked Lin as she slithered up to her.

“I’m fine.” Kari smiled as she glanced at Lin, checking the girl for injuries. She wasn’t bleeding anywhere, but she had a lot of bruises. “How about you?”

“This princess is fine,” Lin said. “She did not get injured this time.”

Kari expressed her relief with a sigh before turning to look at the others. It appeared that Catalyna and Marko had managed to defeat two of the three Werecats on their own. Finn had required the help of three other Spiritualists to take down one. While all five of the Werecats were dead, she grimaced upon catching sight of the two Spiritualist corpses lying in the dirt. Their group had consisted of twenty starting out, but now they only had twelve, not including Eryk and Fay.

“Catalyna,” Kari called. “We should hurry up and keep moving before more Demon Beasts come.”

Catalyna looked up, her shoulders and chest heaving. Blood ran down her forehead, her armor had dings and scratches on it, and her sword was coated in thick, black blood. Despite looking terrible, she wore a strong and determined expression.

“Yes. Let’s keep going.”

Kari faced the front as the group of exhausted Spiritualists began moving again. She hoped they would reach those ruins soon.
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The veins in my arm bulged as I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. It wasn’t very heavy, about 120 kilograms all told, but the increased length when I unlocked the segments and used my Spiritual Power to tether each segment together like a line of thread put a strain on my tired body. Despite my trembling muscles, the Dragon’s Tail Ruler rushed forward to pierce one, two, three, four Pteranodons as if they were made of butter. Blood splattered the already bloodstained ground as the creatures shrieked and thrashed.

“Hng!”

As I swung the handle, causing the lightning within my ruler to tear through the bodies of the Demon Beasts I had impaled, Fay darted to and fro along the ground. She appeared above a Lizalfo—a giant bipedal reptile with spikes all over its body—and slammed the back of her heel against its head. Her Spiritual Aura was powerful enough that the spikes along its body melted into slag. Her foot caused its skull to break as it slammed into the ground, which collapsed to form a small crater.

Currents in the air shifted behind me as I retracted my blade. The segments locked back into place, and I turned on the balls of my feet to swing, unleashing a crescent blade of water. My attack sliced into a Lizalfo attempting to sneak up on me from behind. The Demon Beast shrieked as blood ran down its face, though the shrieking only lasted until I thrust my ruler forward with a single hand and impaled it through the head.

My shoulders heaved as I pulled my weapon from the Lizalfo’s head. Blood spurted along the ground, but I ignored it and extended my senses. The air whistled in my ear; my eyes grew sharp while scanning the skies, and I sensed the shifting of gravel underneath my feet.

I couldn’t detect any danger, which gave me a quick moment of reprieve. I used this chance to take a look around.

The ground was covered in corpses. There were so many bodies I couldn’t even see the dirt anymore. What parts of the earth were uncovered by the dead had been dyed red. The thick scent of blood caused me to wrinkle my nose.

Amidst this massacre was Fay, the girl who’d been fighting by my side for the past however many hours it had been since we split ways with Kari, Lin, and the others. Her clothing, like mine, was littered with tears. Most of those tears had been near misses, but I could see several cuts dripping with blood. We would need to get those healed soon.

“I think we’re good for now,” I said as Fay wiped some sweat from her forehead. “We should keep moving. I’m sure more will be coming, and I’d like to find a place where we can lay low so I can heal your injuries.”

Fay walked over to me, stepping around several bodies, though she didn’t bother avoiding the puddles of blood—there was already so much dried blood on our clothes that a little more didn’t matter. She stopped in front of me and placed her hands on her hips.

“You don’t need to worry about me. I already told you these small scratches are nothing,” she said, but I could tell from the way her shoulders drooped that she was tired despite the brave front she put up.

I smiled and shook my head. “Even if they are, I’d prefer not to let those injuries remain. Cuts can get infected and become worse if they aren’t treated, and besides, telling the man who loves you not to worry is kind of an exercise in futility. I’ll always worry about you even though I know how capable you are.”

“That… uh… oh… well, th-thank you.” Fay looked down at the blood-stained ground and tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. The self-conscious gesture was awfully cute 
even though I knew it stemmed from her inferiority complex.

“I’ve noticed this before, but you really are all attack and no defense, huh?” I said as I picked my way around the corpses, leading Fay away from the current area of destruction. “Despite so confidently stating you would win my affection back before I started courting you, you’re surprisingly weak to having other people give you affection.”

“I-it’s not like that is completely true,” Fay defended herself. “I just… have to mentally prepare myself first.”

I gave her an amused smile before cocking my head to the side, listening for the sound of Demon Beasts. I also activated Spiritual Perception. The world around me turned gray, save for the red flame beside me. That meant there were no B-Rank and above Demon Beasts in this vicinity. That was good.

“Anyway, let’s head this way.” I pointed off toward the northwest. “There aren’t as many Demon Beasts over there.”

“Wait! Why are you changing the subject?!” Fay asked, her face suddenly lighting up like a bonfire. It seemed she was still embarrassed.

“Because there are more Demon Beasts coming our way. Can’t you feel it?”

When Fay heard my words, a brief moment of confusion flashed through her eyes, but then she realized what I meant when she felt the ground rumbling underneath her feet. Her eyes widened.

“There has to be over a hundred of them for the ground to shake like this,” she whispered in horror.

“That, or a really big Demon Beast is coming this way,” I affirmed with a nod. “Either way, now isn’t the time for this conversation. Let’s keep moving.”

We didn’t use the Flash Step to travel since, while it could indeed be used to travel long distances, Fay needed to conserve her Spiritual Power. I had some pretty monstrous reserves if I did say so myself, and even I felt the need to 
lessen the amount I was using. Neither of us wanted to become overly reliant on alchemy pills, since they would only be useful short term but hurt us in the long run.

After leaving the jungle, Fay and I had traveled across a vast, nearly empty plain several kilometers away from a tall mountain. The journey had been treacherous. Numerous Demon Beasts attacked in droves. It didn’t matter where we ran. Even after I stopped sending my Spiritual Pressure out to draw the Demon Beasts’ attention to us instead of Kari’s group, the amount of Demon Beasts attacking only seemed to increase. It was like they had been whipped up into a frenzy.

The reason definitely had something to do with that strange ritual Dyr had been used in. I recognized some of the runes, but I hadn’t been able to properly memorize all of them. I didn’t know exactly what the ritual was meant for. However, I could tell it had been the reason for the Demon Beasts’ current craziness. Not only had we been attacked nearly nonstop since that moment, but the Demon Beasts were trespassing into the territory of other Demon Beasts, something that had only happened during the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria.

“Still,” Fay began, panting beside me as she ran, “I wonder why the Demon Beasts are acting this way?”

“I have a theory on that.” A large boulder appeared before us, forcing us to split up and run around it before hooking back up again. “I’ll tell you about it when we have a moment to rest.”

As if to deny us any chance at rest, the ground suddenly shook beneath our feet, and it wasn’t a small shaking either. Fay released a startled squawk as she was nearly sent to the ground. I stumbled forward a few steps before righting myself and eyeing our surroundings.

Our current location was a rugged landscape of dirt and large rocks. A massive cliff face stood to our immediate left, but the right was covered in a desert landscape that stretched 
out for kilometers. Unlike the soft dunes of the Endless Desert, this was a craggy surface covered in pebbles and cracks. The dried-out earth looked like broken skin. There was literally nothing here, so what was causing this rumbling?

When I couldn’t see anything, I activated Spiritual Perception again and extended my range for as far as it could go. It was only after I’d done this that I realized the kind of danger we were in.

“Fay,” I said calmly. “I’m going to need you to get as far from here as possible.”

“What? Why?” Fay looked at me with suspicion in her eyes, clearly knowing something was wrong. I sighed. She knew me too well now.

“Something big is heading straight for us,” I said. “It’s far more powerful than anything we’ve faced up to this point.”

“Something big…?” She trailed off and pondered that for a moment, but then, as if the fire suddenly turned on inside her head, her eyes widened. “You mean—?!”

“Yes.” I gave her a grave nod. “There’s an A-Rank Demon Beast coming.” I scratched my chin. “We won’t be able to outrun this creature, which means there’s no choice left but to fight. Still, as much as you’ve improved, you’re still no match for a Demon Beast of this caliber. Please get somewhere safe.”

Fay hesitated as she stared at me with an imploring gaze burning behind her emerald eyes. “But… what about you?”

While I didn’t know if I could truly defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast as I was, I presented Fay with a confident front that I already knew she’d see right through. “Don’t worry. I’m not the type of person who would willingly fight a losing battle. If the situation becomes too dicey, I’ll lead it away from you and then make my own escape.”

Fay didn’t look like she believed me, but the rumbling was getting louder. We were out of time.

Fay took two swift steps forward, leaned up, and pressed her lips to mine. She tasted of sweat and blood. The kiss only lasted for a second, then she leaned back down and stared at me with hard eyes that contrasted with her soft blush.

“Don’t die on me.”

“I won’t.”

My words might have been an empty promise, but it was one I planned on doing my best to keep.

Fay quickly ran back the way we’d come. I wasn’t worried about her getting attacked by Demon Beasts anymore. If this area was the territory of an A-Rank Demon Beast, then not even the strange frenzy they had been whipped into would convince them to invade this area.

Just as I let this thought disappear from my mind, the Demon Beast I’d been feeling shake the ground and sensing through Spiritual Perception arrived from around the cliff face. Massive legs bigger than even the thickest tree I’d ever seen slammed into the ground, causing cracks to spread around its gigantic feet. With each step it took, it swung its rock-like arms, which were covered in dense and powerful muscles. It stood on two legs like a human. However, its face was nothing like a human’s. A massive jaw covered in spikes moved as the creature opened its mouth to reveal numerous sharp and jagged teeth. This thing seemed to have a hard layer of red rocks covering its head, from which a pair of curved horns jutted out, each one easily two times bigger than I was tall. More spikes stuck out of its back. They were even larger and more deadly in appearance than the horns on its front.

As I gazed into the yellow eyes of this creature that was large enough to tower over the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace sat, I could not stop my throat from going dry. This creature was indeed an A-Rank Demon Beast.

Giant Rock Golem.






Chapter 6



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part VI








“Are these the ruins?”
 Catalyna asked no one in particular.

Kari answered her anyway. “Whether they are the ruins on your map or not, I couldn’t say, but they are definitely ancient ruins from before the Catastrophe.”

She walked underneath an archway, a massive slab of stone with runes and motifs etched onto its surface. The archway was being held up by statues of creatures that seemed somehow larger than life. This might have had something to do with their size. The statues were five or six times larger than an adult human, after all, but there was more to it than that. Kari couldn’t explain it as she touched the stone statue on her left, feeling the smoothness of granite, but these beings that looked almost human seemed to be anything but.

Of course, they didn’t appear completely human. The thickness of their arms, legs, and chest were slightly distorted, as though she was looking through an unclear glass window, giving rise to the sense that these statues were depicting beings of massive size and proportions.

“So few documents exist that tell us what these ruins were used for,” Kari continued in a soft voice. “There was one biography I read about the Explorer King Olaf I Trggvason, who proposed the theory that these ruins are actually temples built in service to long-forgotten gods. Looking at this now, I can see why he would say such a thing. These creatures really 
do seem god-like.”

“Who cares about that?” said Marko with an annoyed grunt. “We can’t afford to stand around here all day! Let’s get inside and hide until those Demon Beasts calm down and leave.”

“Do not be rude, Marko!” Catalyna snapped.

“I’m not being rude,” Marko replied back. “I’m being honest. We can’t afford to stand around here. There’s no telling when the Demon Beasts will find us.”

“Don’t snap at this princess’s big sister!” Lin yelled at Marko as she drew herself up on her tail, allowing her to reach such a height that it caused her to tower over everyone there. She crossed her arms and glared down at the man.

Marko paled as Lin glared down at him like he was worth less than the dirt she slithered on. While she didn’t really seem very intimidating to Kari, she knew Marko was infatuated with Lin. Upsetting her was definitely not something he wanted to do.

“Marko is correct,” Kari suddenly said, diffusing the tension. “We really do not have the time to spend indulging in my desire to study more. Let’s head further into the ruins.”

As she spoke, the others agreed. Lin reluctantly backed down, but not before she tossed Marko a hateful look that made him flinch away as though he’d been slapped across the face. Catalyna began directing the rest of their ragtag group while Kari and Lin wandered past the archway and stepped further into the area surrounding the ruins.

The archway was basically like an entrance. After stepping through it, they were introduced to a massive space that seemed like it had been a garden at some point, but the trees, plants, and weeds had completely overrun everything. Gigantic stone walls remained upright even after thousands of years, covered in vines. If Kari had to guess, she’d say this place was similar to a courtyard—a giant courtyard that put the ones at the Imperial Royal Palace to shame. Built into the mountain as 
it was, surrounded by trees and walls several times larger than what she was used to, the only way into this area was through the archway they had just walked underneath.

“So these are ruins,” Lin murmured with her arms crossed. “They look different than the ones in the Endless Desert.”

“There are ruins in the Endless Desert?” asked Kari.

“But of course.” Lin nodded several times. “There are several that this princess knows of. The Lamia’s home village is also built around ancient ruins.”

“I would like to visit your home someday.” Kari smiled softly.

Lin returned her smile with one that seemed uncertain. “This princess does not know if that is the best idea.”

“Why not?”

“Lamia and humans do not get along in the Endless Desert,” Lin admitted reluctantly. “This princess’s people have been at war with the humans for longer than even this princess’s mother has been alive. She does not know why.”

“But you don’t hate humans,” Kari pointed out. “Surely there is a chance for our people to make peace.”

“Maybe… but this princess has always been considered odd,” Lin said. When Kari just gave her a confused stare, she smiled in a somewhat self-deprecating manner. “This princess has always been fascinated by humans and would often sneak away from her home to watch human villages from afar.” Her smile turned into a frown. “It was actually because she got careless when she was slipping out of the village that she ended up being attacked. Her guards sacrificed their lives so she could escape, but it was really her fault. If she hadn’t gone to see a human settlement the day before, then maybe…”

A strange aura of despondency exuded from Lin’s figure; her shoulders became more and more slouched as if a great weight was pushing her down. Guilt. Kari was sure that Lin was feeling guilty over what happened to her guards. Her 
friend and future sister was filled with self-recriminations over a mistake she’d made years ago.

“Lin, come here.”

Kari spread her arms wide, and Lin didn’t hesitate to slither into her embrace. She wrapped her arms tightly around the Lamia girl.

Because her clothing was torn in several places, Kari could feel her skin touching Lin’s, which was much colder than her own. This didn’t trouble her much. She, Fay, and Eryk had grown used to Lin’s colder temperature during the last several days—even before heading out on this journey.

This touching moment between friends was interrupted when Catalyna wandered up to them. “I hate to bother you two, but we need to begin setting up camp. Since you both have done more for us than everyone else, you don’t have to help out and can get some rest, but I figured you two wouldn’t be able to sit still and thought I’d ask if you want to give us a hand.”

Lin and Kari broke apart and turned to Catalyna.

“This princess would like to rest,” Lin admitted. “All this traveling and fighting has exhausted her. She also needs to treat her injuries.”

Catalyna nodded. “In that case, please go see Alexandria over there. She has a water affinity and specializes in healing.”

Lin thanked Catalyna before heading over to Alexandria. Kari watched her for a moment as she spoke with the brown-haired and somewhat plain-looking woman. The Lamia made several hand gestures as she spoke, and Alexandria nodded before gesturing for Lin to sit down. Kari waited until she was sure Alexandria was actually healing her before turning back to Catalyna.

“What are you grinning at?” she asked.

“Nothing really.” Catalyna shook her head, though she was still grinning. “I was just thinking about how protective you are 
of Lin.”

“Lin is going to become my sister in the future,” Kari answered as if the reason she was so protective was obvious. “She’ll be family, and besides, I like Lin. Despite her haughty nature, she is very kind to everyone and very naive. I just feel like I have to protect her. I’m sure Eryk feels the same way.”

“Hmph. I’m envious of her.” Catalyna glanced at Lin, crossed her arms, and then looked back at Kari. “And you’re sure I can’t join you three?”

“I won’t say it’s impossible, but honestly, I also can’t see it happening,” Kari admitted with a shrug. “Not only would you have to convince me, Lin, and Fay to let you join, but you’d have to earn Eryk’s love… and that is no small feat.”

“Well, fine. It’s not like I’m particularly enamored with your boyfriend.” Catalyna shrugged and seemed to give up. “Anyway, we don’t have any tents or even blankets anymore, so while Marko and his group try to find some food, the rest of us are traveling into the ruins to see if we can’t find a place that will be warmer than out here. Nights on mountains like this can get quite cold.”

“You’re asking me to head deeper into the ruins?!” Kari felt a jolt race through her as she leaned into Catalyna’s personal space, excitement bubbling inside of her.

The other blonde woman leaned back as she placed a hand on Kari’s shoulder and pushed her away. “That’s right. Though if you get in my personal space like this again, I’m not taking you with me.”

Realizing what she was doing, a soft heat caused Kari’s cheeks to flush as she leaned back and coughed into her hand. She’d let her enthusiasm get the better of her again. The idea of exploring ruins was something she’d always dreamed of doing ever since she was little, so she felt it was only natural that she would be excited by the prospect. That said, she knew she needed to control herself.

Control. Control. That was a lot harder than it sounded.

“S-sorry about that.” Kari smiled to mask her embarrassment.

Catalyna gave her a slightly aggrieved look, then shrugged. “Well, whatever. Anyway, let’s gather at least two more people and head inside.”

Marko had taken four people with him to hunt for food, which meant there were seven people present. Lin declined to go exploring when Kari asked if she wanted to come with them. That was disappointing, but Kari understood how exhausted the Lamia was. Truth be told, she was tired as well, but the idea of exploring unexplored ruins was simply too good for her to pass up. Of the seven people they asked, two agreed to come with them.

“I would be more than happy to accompany you into the ruins,” Finn said with a bow. He had actually volunteered himself after overhearing their conversation.

“You seem awfully enthusiastic.” Catalyna frowned at Finn.

“I merely wish to aid you,” Finn replied as he gave them a refined smile filled with boyish charm.

Catalyna narrowed her eyes. “And yet, this is the first time you have ever accompanied me on an expedition. You normally refuse whenever I have asked you before.” Her eyes briefly flickered to Kari. “I wonder if something about this expedition was enough to make you change your mind?”

Finn’s smile remained fixed in place. “Nothing has changed. I just thought it was finally time to expand my horizons.”

Kari wasn’t sure she liked this man. He’d been alternating between staring lustfully at her and glaring hatefully at Eryk ever since their expedition had begun, but she also didn’t have a reason to deny him right then. They were in a tight situation and couldn’t afford to create needless tension between members of their group. She sucked up her feelings for the sake of survival.

“Well, whatever.” Catalyna sighed as if giving up. “Now we just need one more person to come with us.” Finn looked like he had something to say about that, but Catalyna ignored him as she looked around before spotting a figure sitting on a rock somewhat removed from the others. “Come on.”

Kari followed the woman curiously as Catalyna walked up to the man on the rock. He was older than the rest of them, with distinguished gray hair that was slicked back and a thick beard. Dark eyes stared out from beneath a rugged face that radiated experience. He wore the leather armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist, but it was covered in dings and cracks, signs of the tumultuous battles they’d all been in. Despite this, he seemed to be in good health and was relatively calm.

“Princess Kari, Miss Catalyna… Finn, do you need my help with something?” asked the man. Something about the way he said Finn’s name struck Kari as odd. It was filled with tension. Did they have a rivalry?

“We’re going to explore the ruins in search of a place to spend the night,” Catalyna said. “Staying out here during the night, when the temperature will drop, and the potential to be attacked by Demon Beasts is high isn’t in our best interests. I would like for you to come with us, Ander.”

The person who Kari now knew as Ander stood to his feet and nodded. “I will accompany your group.” He glanced at Finn again, and this time, Kari thought she saw sparks flying between them.

Now that they had four people, Catalyna led them over to the entrance that would lead into the ruins themselves. It was a large archway about ten times taller and six times wider than a full-grown adult, marked on either side by a pair of artfully decorated towers that stood even taller than the entrance. Watchtowers? She didn’t know. However, these odd towers had a balcony-like walkway connecting them. It seemed a strange thing to add.

Just before they entered the ruins, the entire mountain suddenly shook with a fierce and powerful force that sent nearly all of them to the ground. Two of their members screamed. Kari and Catalyna bent their knees to keep their center of gravity balanced. Even then, Kari felt the intense shaking rattle her bones.

The shaking eventually stopped. However, just when she and the others were about to resume their activities, it began again, louder and more powerful this time. It stopped, then started, then stopped, only to start once more. If Kari had to take a guess, she would say it sounded like a Titan—a legendary S-Rank Demon Beast—was smashing the ground with its fists.

“What the hell is going on here?!” demanded Catalyna.

Unfortunately, no one had an answer.
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Fay had moved herself to what she deemed a safe distance from Eryk, but she hadn’t gone so far that she couldn’t see what he was up against. A chill ran down her spine as she stood on a large boulder. Her breathing had almost completely stilled. Even from this far away, the monstrosity that Eryk was squaring off with caused pressure to well up inside of her chest, like a massive weight was slowly crushing her ribcage.

While the monster was so large she could see it even from several kilometers away, Eryk was barely a speck. She couldn’t see much more than a tiny black dot. Of course, that was only when he was standing still, which he didn’t do often.

The monstrous being that Eryk was fighting roared. A powerful sound wave was unleashed from its mouth, causing the mountain near them to shake and Fay’s bones to rattle. It felt like her entire body was being shaken apart. She could 
only imagine how Eryk felt. He was right next to it.

Raising its hands above its head, the creature brought them down in a powerful and explosive attack that caused the ground around it to explode. But this wasn’t just an explosion of force. Large spikes of earth suddenly sprang from the ground as though trying to skewer the tiny figure darting all around it. Each spike was easily ten or so meters tall and several wide. What’s more, as the spikes grew, more spikes erupted from their surfaces, smaller but no less deadly.

This was a Spiritual Attack.

Upon reaching B-Rank, Demon Beasts gained the Spiritual Power necessary to use Spiritual Attacks, which were like their version of Spiritual Techniques. This was also why Eryk could sense them once they reached B-Rank. An A-Rank Demon Beast was even more powerful. Having gained near-human intelligence, they also acquired the ability to manipulate whatever element their affinity was tied to.

Giant Rock Golems were tied to the earth element.

After realizing its attack had been unsuccessful, the Demon Beast unleashed another soundwave-like roar. Fay was forced to cover her ears. Even so, it did little good. It felt like this attacked more than just her eardrums. The most horrifying thing, though, was knowing this wasn’t a Spiritual Attack. It was just a really loud roar.

A brilliant, pale-blue light suddenly erupted from the sky. Fay looked up. The tiny speck of glowing blue light was emitting a Spiritual Pressure that pushed back the power erupting from the massive Demon Beast. As she continued to stare at it, a massive bolt of lightning slammed into the giant monster, striking the red rock covering its head. This caused the creature to stumble back a few steps, but there didn’t appear to be any damage.

“Eryk…”

Clasping her hands tightly together, Fay could do nothing 
but pray for Eryk’s safety.
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I landed on the ground after my unsuccessful attack on the creature’s head. I had assumed that red layer of rock would be its weak spot since it looked different than the rest, but that appeared to not be the case. As I wove between the creature’s legs, swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler to little effect—my weapon just glanced off the Giant Rock Golem’s harder than steel body with a loud clang
—I also dodged the spikes that shot from the ground to skewer me.

Left. Right. Right. Spin.

I wove past several stakes as they came at me, using the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step to keep myself one step ahead of my opponent’s attacks. Coming out from the underside of the creature’s body, I suddenly found the sun being blocked out by something large. I looked up. It was a massive tail that must have been over a dozen meters in length.

Gritting my teeth, I raced away from underneath the tail before it slammed into the ground, then leapt into the air. A sonic boom erupted from where the tail struck. It was so loud it rattled my teeth. The ground cratered beneath it, indenting and forming cracks that rapidly spread, but that wasn’t all that happened. Several rocks ranging in size from small pebbles to large boulders flew in my direction.

Coating the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in a combination of lightning and water, I quickly sliced apart the projectiles that came at me. A boulder about the same size as me was split cleanly in half. I only felt a little resistance when I cut through it. As I spun my arm around, using myself as the fulcrum and my sword as the weight, I unleashed a tornado of lightning and water, tearing to shreds several more giant projectiles that had been hurtling in my direction.

Rather than landing back on the ground, I created a platform beneath my feet and performed a Flash Step in midair, allowing me to ascend even higher. The Giant Rock Golem tried to look up at me, but it had a limited range of head movement and could only glare up with its eyes. Of course, since its eyes were located on either side of its head, that also meant I could only see one glowing golden eye from my current position, but it still managed to stare at me before I disappeared above it.

One of the only weaknesses of a Giant Rock Golem was its limited field of view. It couldn’t look at things directly above it. Of course, being airborne was also an advantage. This creature was of the earth element, meaning it could only affect the earth and couldn’t do anything about opponents in the air.

At least, that was my theory until several strange protrusions appeared on the reddish armor-like sediment covering its head and some of its back. Those strange protrusions soon fired off several rock projectiles that flew toward me at speeds a normal Spiritualist wouldn’t be able to avoid. Even I couldn’t avoid them since there were so many. Left with no choice, I channeled as much Spiritual Power into my ruler as I dared and unleashed a gigantic wave of lightning and water.

While it was a combination of lightning and water, it looked like a crescent of pure white energy. It met the projectiles head-on. A loud number of detonations created airbursts that pushed me higher into the sky. Meanwhile, the projectiles and my own crescent attack were negated.

Crack!

Hearing that sound, I looked at my ruler and grimaced. Even before this battle had begun, my weapon had been slowly breaking. This ruler was made of steel. It wasn’t like the mythril weapon created for me by the Dweorgs. It couldn’t handle my Spiritual Power.

I knew this weapon wouldn’t last much longer. With this in mind, I oriented my body until I was pointed headfirst toward the ground, then created another platform of Spiritual Power beneath my feet, which I used to activate the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step for the second time. The world around me blurred only for a second as I swung my legs around and landed on the Giant Rock Golem’s back.

I was right next to one of the spikes.

“HYYYYAAAA!!!”

Swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler with all my might, I poured everything I could into it and slammed it against the spike. I only felt a moment of resistance before the Dragon’s Tail Ruler tore straight through the spike. An anguished roar echoed all around me as the Giant Rock Golem began thrashing about in agony. Seeing how I’d found this creature’s weakness, I went on the offensive.

There were a total of four spikes on its back. This didn’t include the one I had just sliced off. Running up to the other four spikes, I proceeded to hack each and every one of them off. The spikes fell off the Giant Rock Golem’s body and landed on the ground with a thundering rumble. I could finally see my attacks doing damage. Black blood that looked like sludge oozed from the areas where the spikes had been. It seemed as if these protrusions were not as hard as the rest of its body. They were probably some form of extrasensory nodes that helped it navigate or something to that effect.

As the Giant Rock Golem thrashed even harder, I leapt off its back and created multiple platforms in the air. This wasn’t a very elegant method of transportation. Unfortunately, I lacked the power currently needed to fly, so I jumped from platform to platform until I was several dozen meters away from the thrashing Demon Beast.

I landed on a ledge jutting from the cliff face. Looking at my weapon, I saw that the number of cracks had increased. It 
would be good for maybe one more attack.

“I guess it was too much to think I could use a weapon created from a normal alloy,” I muttered.

After taking a deep breath, I let my Spiritual Power flow uninhibited through my body, and then I converted it into lightning and water. Pain erupted in my chest. Electric heat filled my body, frying me from the inside out, but I used the water element to continuously heal myself. This caused a vicious cycle of my internal organs being simultaneously fried with lightning and healed with water. It was painful, but I ignored it.

I looked at my hands and saw that my body had been converted into white energy. This combination of lightning and water was the greatest trump card in my previous life. In the past, I had only been able to use this unique technique after reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism, but now I was forcing myself to use it before my body was ready.

I could only pray that this wouldn’t leave a lasting sequela.

It was a technique that turned my entire body into the water and lightning elements. Into the power of a storm. At the height of my power, I had even been able to add the light element—though not to the same extent since I hadn’t reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with said element—gifted to me by Kari before she died.

This technique wouldn’t last long. My Spiritual Power was not strong enough to maintain it yet. I only had one shot to end this.

Narrowing my eyes at the thrashing Giant Rock Golem several dozen meters away, I leapt lightly into the air, pressed my feet against the cliff wall, and shoved off.

The cliff exploded beneath my feet. A sonic wave of energy spread from where my feet impacted the cliff, causing a strange undulation to erupt from the rock before it ruptured. A massive landslide formed as the cliff came crumbling down, 
but I was already gone by that point.

It happened in an instant.

It was just like that first time I had entered the Third State of Spiritualism, back in Jordiskger, where I had faced off against a Sekbeist Warlord. Unlike that time, though, I was more accustomed to this type of high-speed movement. That was why I could see how my body shot straight through one of the areas gushing blood on the Giant Rock Golem’s body, exploded through its chest, and emerged from the other side of its body.

Of course, I hadn’t thought about how I would land.

Striking the ground hard, I released a yelp of pain as the bones in my legs snapped. My body had already reverted back to flesh and blood. The snapping of my bones created a white-hot pain that seared my mind, but that was secondary to the blurring world around me as I tumbled across the dirt, hitting rocks and smashing through boulders. My body was battered relentlessly for what felt like an eternity before I finally landed on my back and stopped rolling.

I stared up at the sky. My vision went black. Then it returned. Then it went black again. I knew I was fading in and out of consciousness, though I didn’t know what I could do to fix that. I was all out of Spiritual Power. Actually, why were my thoughts so lucid? I was almost surprised by how clearly I could think, but maybe that was because I felt numb. When I first began practicing the technique I’d just used, this was how I’d felt after using it, and this young body of mine wasn’t used to it either. I hadn’t even reached the Third State of Spiritualism yet, never mind the Fourth—which was normally required for this kind of transformation.

No. Wait. Maybe I had reached the Third State of Spiritualism and just had yet to realize it? I didn’t know anymore.

“Eryk!” a shout reached my ears. I tried to turn my head, but 
I couldn’t. All I could do was blink. About a minute… was it a minute? Yeah, it was about a minute. Anyway, about a minute after the shout echoed to me, a face appeared in my vision. Long red hair. Stunning emerald eyes with a seductive, narrowed appearance. Plump lips that were totally kissable surrounded by a pale face.

“Fay,” I said with a sigh.

“Are you okay?! Can you stand up?! How are you feeling?!”

Fay was panicking as she bombarded me with questions, but I thought that was actually cute. Fay was so charming in her earnestness. She worked hard at everything she did, had no trouble chasing after me, but seemed to get embarrassed when I did the chasing, and she worried over me like a mother hen. I really wanted to sleep with her right now.

I realized my thoughts were taking an odd turn. This was definitely the result of some kind of brain damage. Maybe I had a concussion. I would have shaken my head, but I couldn’t so much as twitch my muscles.

“I can’t feel my body,” I confessed to Fay, whose eyes went wide as her face drained of blood. “Listen, Fay, I know it’s troublesome, but could you help carry me somewhere? We should find a cave or something to spend the night in.”

“R-right. A cave. Yes, I’ll give you a hand. Um, hold on while I pick you up.”

As Fay stuttered out a series of short and choppy sentences, she slid an arm under my leg and the other around my shoulder. Standing up, she took me with her. I could feel my arms and legs dangling limply in her grip. My head lolled from one side to the other as though all the muscles in it had vanished. Despite how every part of me had gone numb, I was aware enough of my situation to realize what this was.

“Huh. You know, I feel kind of like a princess being carried off by a gallant knight,” I said with a smile.

Fay snorted. “That’s… well, I suppose I understand how 
you feel—except I think it is normally the knight who slays the monster, not the princess.”

“Hmm. You have a point there.” I tried to nod, but all that happened was my head falling onto her shoulder. I had spent every ounce of my strength defeating that thing.

As Fay carried me off, I was able to see the Giant Rock Golem. It had fallen onto its stomach and was no longer moving. Both eyes were still open, but the vibrant glow of life had vanished from them. There was also a massive pool of black blood expanding from underneath its body.

“I still can’t believe you managed to kill an A-Rank Demon Beast on your own,” Fay muttered in shock.

“You’ll eventually be able to defeat them as well,” I said, but Fay shook her head as if she didn’t believe herself capable of such a thing. I didn’t argue with her. She would understand eventually that she was much stronger than she gave herself credit for.

As Fay carried me away, I closed my eyes and slowly slipped into darkness.






Chapter 7



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part VII








After defeating Orurk,
 we made our way through the mountain palace of Hovebrann, defeating Sekbeists as we went. This palace was large. Like all the other Dweorg structures we’d come across, the hallways were wide and tall, massive columns lined numerous rooms, and the artfully designed balustrades, staircases, and entryways made this place feel like we were traveling through the home of a giant with a penchant for extravagance.


It did not take long to reach the entrance hall. Following Hreidmar, we raced down a wide staircase and ended up in a hall not unlike the one in Jordiskger.

A pair of Elites were guarding the doorway, and they appeared quite shocked to see us inside.

“Humans?! What are they doing here?!”

“Forget that! Kill them!”

The two Elites readied their weapons, a mace and a halberd respectively, but Kari and I used the Flash Step to appear before them. Kari impaled the one holding the mace with her ranseur. Meanwhile, I brought down the Dragon’s Tail Ruler on my enemy’s head, splitting the Elite in half from crown to groin.

While Kari and I took care of the guards, Hreidmar came up with Erica and Tungsten. He pressed a panel of some kind on the wall, which lit up with several runes, and then the mythril bars keeping the entrance shut slowly pulled into the walls and floor. Once the bolts keeping the door locked were removed, the door opened of its own 
accord.

The six commanders who’d led the Dweorgs in Hreidmar’s absence came into the entrance hall, followed by a large number of Dweorgs. There had only been about two or three hundred the last time I saw them. That number seemed to have tripled. I wondered just how many Dweorgs had been turned into slaves. However, I didn’t have time to dwell on that.

“Dolug, Brulor, Jadouc, Bezet, Safrud, Throrgouck! I am glad te see yer alright,” Hreidmar exclaimed with a grin.

“And you, my king.” The blond Dweorg bowed. Uh… which one was he again? I really couldn’t remember any of the Dweorgs.

“It looks like ye’ve taken the palace,” another said; Jadouc, I think, was his name. I hoped I would never be quizzed on their names.

“Not quite,” Hreidmar exclaimed. “We killed Orurk, but there are still many enemies lurking about. We need te be careful on our way te the Warp Gate.”

“We also need to hurry,” Tungsten said.

Erica nodded. “I am eager to return home.”

Kari and I said nothing, but we agreed with them on that front. Neither of us wanted to remain in this world any longer.

With the large group of Dweorgs now in tow, we pressed deeper into the palace. The Warp Gate was apparently located in a basement far below the mountain’s surface. To reach it, we needed to use a moving platform called an elevator, which could be raised or lowered with Runic Spirit Magic—the term Hreidmar used to describe using runes to create various effects.

There was no one present when we reached the Warp Gate outside of a few guards. It seemed Orurk was the only Warlord within the palace. Hreidmar said that after his masters invaded this world and killed the Great Overlord of the Second Realm, they left him in charge and began an assault on the higher realms. That did make me wonder about his masters. But I knew now was not the time for questions.

The Warp Gate was located in a massive room shaped like a cylinder. To reach it, we had to walk across a long walkway. I glanced 
down at the chasm below, so dark I couldn’t even begin to guess at how deep it was much less see the bottom, then quickly looked back up. That sight made my stomach drop.

In the center of this room was the Warp Gate, an utterly gigantic object that looked like an archway similar to some of the ruins Kari and I had seen—except this archway was composed of two separate parts. Each half had the arched curve I’d come to expect, but the two halves didn’t touch in the center, leaving about two meters of distance between them.


“This was the first Warp Gate ever created,” Hreidmar said with clear pride evident in his voice. “Wōtan
 commissioned it when the Sekbeists began invading the nine realms. It took nearly one hundred years to complete.”


I had no idea who Wōtan was, but I knew right now wasn’t the time to ask questions.

“Can you activate it?” I asked curiously.

“Course I can,” Hreidmar grunted. “Who do ye think I am? As the king, I was taught by the Great Overlord himself how te activate and calibrate this Warp Gate.”

Saying this, Hreidmar stepped toward a small section of the floor that seemed to be a slot of some sort. He took his battle-axe, flipped it around so the head was facing down, and then slid it into the slot. Something clicked into place. Then he turned the handle of the battle-axe like someone turning a key.

A loud whirring noise echoed all around us. I turned my head in every direction, but I couldn’t see anything at first. I only noticed after several seconds that the walls were spinning—no, it wasn’t the walls. It was the platform we were standing on that was spinning. I could sense the shifting underneath my feet. As this happened, the Warp Gate sparked, crackling as power fluctuated around the arches. It sounded like a beast waking up after a long slumber. I worried that it might explode on us, but then a black substance just like the one we’d seen at the Warp Gate in Vahn appeared in the center.

“We’re doing a random jump,” Hreidmar told us. “I don’t know the 
coordinates te any of the Warp Gates in Miðgarðr since I’ve never traveled te them.”

“That’s fine,” Kari said. “I’m sure we can find our way so long as we can return to our realm.”

Hreidmar nodded. “In that case, ye four can go through first. We’ll be right behind ye. Make sure ye go first, Eryk. As one o’ the higher beings o’ the nine realms, yer the only one who can let these three travel through the Warp Gate. Also… thank ye for allowing my people te travel te yer realm.”

“You can thank us once everyone has managed to cross over to our realm,” I said.

Kari, Erica, Tungsten, and I looked at each other and nodded. Our thoughts were aligned. We turned to the Warp Gate as one and walked through the gate with me at the front.

Walking through the Warp Gate felt a lot like getting sucked into a tornado. Our bodies were pulled forward the moment we entered the gate. Everything seemed to stretch. Colors blurred together as if everything was moving at incredibly high speeds. While these sights and the sensation of being stretched seemed to last for a lifetime, it was really just a moment. Barely a second had passed before we appeared on another platform, one that looked more worn than the one we’d been standing on. I glanced around and realized we were back. Not only that, but…

“Hey,” I began, “Isn’t this where the three of us went on that mission to rescue a group of villagers who’d been kidnapped by the Sekbeists?”

Erica and Kari, who were also observing our surroundings, nodded.

“It is,” Erica announced. “It has been a long time since we were here, but there’s no way I could forget this place. It could be said that my personal war against the Sekbeists started here.”

“So this is the infamous ruin where you first uncovered the existence of those Sekbeists.” Tungsten turned his head left and right as though searching the area thoroughly. “I had always wondered 
about the place you kept speaking of back then.”

“This place has bad memories for me,” Erica admitted with a shiver.

Before anyone else could begin speaking, a loud crackling sound issued from the gate as Dweorgs began appearing before us in groups of twos and threes. This platform wasn’t big enough to hold us all. We directed everyone toward the other side of the boiling water surrounding the small island, allowing more and more to appear. It didn’t take long before the six commanders finally walked through the gate.

“I guess now we just need to wait for Hreidmar,” I said.

Dolug shook his head. “There’s no need. King Hreidmar… isn’t coming.”

“W-what?”

I could feel the way my eyes widened at those words, which I took for callous disregard at first. It wasn’t until I looked into the eyes of the six commanders that I understood what they meant. Once I realized what was about to happen, I turned to the Warp Gate and made to run back through, but the Warp Gate suddenly dissipated before I could take one step.

“What just happened?” asked Erica.

“The gate closed,” Kari murmured with wide eyes.

“That… damn fool.” Gritting my teeth, I turned my glare on the six commanders. “Why?! Why did Hreidmar stay behind like that?! Why didn’t he come with us?!”

No one said anything at first, but then Safrud stepped forward. He gave me an even but disheartened look like he could understand how I felt even better than I did. Hreidmar was his king. I guess that meant he did understand better than me.

“The battle-axe that King Hreidmar uses is called Clavemril. It is both a weapon of war and the key needed te activate the Warp Gate that allows travel between realms. The Sekbeists have been activating the gate through forceful methods like sacrificing the lives of humans for their Spiritual Power, but if they had Clavemril, they could open a 
gate whenever they wanted te wherever they wanted, including the other seven realms. Te prevent that, King Hreidmar remained behind. He’s probably gonna destroy Clavemril so no one else can use it.” Safrud’s fists shook with emotion as he clenched them. “Of course, the Warp Gate closes the moment Clavemril is removed so…”

Words stuck to my throat, unable to come out as I thought about what I’d been told. Hreidmar had known this whole time that he wouldn’t be able to come with us, that he would be left behind, and yet he’d still gone ahead and sent his people through the Warp Gate despite knowing this would happen.

“Few are the people who can knowingly sacrifice themselves for others,” Tungsten said in a solemn voice.

Erica nodded. “He was a brave man and a good king.”

“Don’t write off our king just yet,” Jadouc exclaimed with a wide, forced grin. “He’s a resourceful one, that he is. I bet we’ll see him again when we least expect it.”

We could all tell Jadouc was going for unrealistic optimism, but we nodded along and agreed anyway. I think most of us really wanted to believe that Hreidmar would survive. I hadn’t known him for long, but he struck me as a good man.

“What should we do now?” asked Kari, switching topics to something less depressing. “We’ve returned to our own realm, but honestly, I almost don’t know what we should be doing now that we’re finally back.”

It had been so long—too long since we’d been in our own realm. I guessed that explained why Kari couldn’t think of what we should be doing. Fortunately, Erica and Tungsten had an answer.

“We need to return to Midgard,” Erica said with a gesture toward herself and Tungsten. “Our sects are probably worried sick about us. What’s more, we need to convene with the Council of Seven and let them know about what we’ve discovered. The knowledge of these Warp Gates, the other eight realms that exist apart from our own, and the Dweorgs. This isn’t something that can wait.”

“We also have to find a place for these people,” Tungsten added. 
“They have been displaced. It is our duty to set them up with a home.”

Kari and I knew that finding a home for the Dweorgs would fall onto Erica and Tungsten, who belonged to two of the largest sects in the Northern Plains. The level of authority they had was far above our own. We belonged to the Explorers Guild, which was a mid-level sect with very little authority in the day-to-day affairs of the Northern Plains, though our name had been on the rise for all the wrong reasons.

“I think Kari and I should return to the Explorers Guild and let them know we’re back,” I said. “I’m sure they’re worried about us.”

“They probably are,” Kari agreed. “Who knows how much time has passed since we disappeared.”

With all of our plans in place, our group journeyed outside, where we said our goodbyes and parted ways.

Little did any of us know that we would meet Hreidmar again, but it wouldn’t be for several years more, and it wouldn’t be a happy reunion.
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“The rumbling has stopped,” Catalyna said.

“Seems that way,” Kari agreed.

It had been about fifteen minutes since the rumbling had begun, which had been so bad that it felt as if this very realm was being shaken apart. A number of avian Demon Beasts had flown by their campsite overhead. None of the Demon Beasts seemed to notice them, though. It was more than likely they were fleeing from whatever had caused that shaking.

“What do you suppose that was about?” asked Catalyna.

Kari shrugged. “I don’t have the faintest idea, though if you consider what happened to us, it’s possible that the cause of this was a very large Demon Beast.”

“I have heard a rumor that there was an A-Rank Demon Beast that made an area west of here its territory,” Ander 
added helpfully. “However, I don’t think it was ever verified. It was just a rumor.”

Kari shivered at the idea of an A-Rank Demon Beast living near this mountain. The very thought caused her blood to freeze.

A-Rank Demon Beasts were creatures of incredible power that not even an entire battalion of Nevarian Spiritualists could defeat. That her mother and fathers had defeated one spoke of their prowess. Only Spiritualists who had attained a vast amount of power could stand up to an A-Rank Demon Beast and live to tell about it.

“Whatever the case may be, now that the shaking has stopped, perhaps we can explore these ruins,” Finn suggested with a polite smile.

“Yes, I suppose you are correct,” Catalyna said. “Let’s head inside now.”

Upon passing through the archway, Kari and the others were cast in darkness, though not for long. Kari rotated her right hand in a circle, generating a small sphere of light that cast away several meters’ worth of darkness. It revealed a somewhat dingy interior that was a dozen times larger than a normal hallway. Like everything else, this place appeared to have been made for giants.

“Nifty ability.” Catalyna hummed in approval. “Fire affinity Spiritualists have something similar, but this light ball looks like it was almost made for illuminating dark places.”

Kari shrugged her shoulders as the sphere floated a few centimeters above her palm, which she moved in concentric circles to keep power flowing into it. “The light element is light-based, so we have a wide variety of useful Spiritual Light Techniques aside from ones that are only used for attack and defense.”

“I’ll bet. Anyway, let’s explore a bit.”

With Kari taking the lead, the group walked through the 
first room, which appeared to be a large entrance hall. As she swept her light around to illuminate the area, she spotted the walls. They were large and appeared to have been carved from the stone in the mountain. Each wall looked like a mural, which depicted the same figures as those giant statues. Many of the depictions had these figures fighting against strange monsters that she’d never seen before. They looked almost like the bastard children of a human and a Demon Beast.

Something else she noticed about these ruins was how large they were. It looked like this entrance hall was designed to fit giants inside of it. She couldn’t even begin to guess how big it was. They discovered a column that had survived the ages; it had such a large circumference that even ten people probably couldn’t cover it, and it was so high up that she couldn’t see where it ended.

“This is incredible,” Kari muttered.

“Ruins like this are pretty rare,” Catalyna added with a whistle of appreciation. “Most ruins are nothing more than the destroyed cities that were around before the Catastrophe. I’ve also found several tombs. Ruins like this one are few and far between.”

Kari nodded but didn’t respond with shock. “There are a few records of people finding ruins like this one, but I heard no one has discovered any new ruins for at least several decades. That you found one so close to Nevaria is astonishing in and of itself.” She continued to stare at the murals. “Seeing this makes me really curious to explore more and find out what sort of history these ruins have and their significance to the people and cultures that came before us.”

“Please keep your enthusiasm down for right now at least,” Catalyna said. “Our current goal is to find a room where we can keep warm and spend the night.”

“I know that.” Kari pouted at the woman.

At the other end of the entrance hall was an archway 
leading into a long hallway, and though it didn’t look like these ruins had any traps, there was no harm in being cautious. Kari kept her eyes open for signs of danger, but the hallway soon came to an end and nothing happened. They reached a massive staircase, which they descended by jumping from stair to stair, then emerged into another hallway. But this one branched off in numerous directions.

“Which way should we go?” asked Finn.

“I’ve explored some of the already excavated ruins that bear a resemblance to this one and most of them only have one path,” Catalyna said. “The others will usually lead to a dead-end, though we could always just head back the way we came in the event of that happening.”

“Unless the ground is unstable and causes a collapse,” Ander corrected. “These ruins are always well-built, but they are still thousands of years old. I’ve heard of cave-ins happening before. We should proceed with caution.”

“I guess that means we should just pick a path and go down it,” Kari said, turning to the path on her right and beginning to walk. She forced the others to catch up with her, sweeping her hand left, then right to illuminate the walls, which were covered in the same depictions as before. “Whoever made these ruins really had an eye for detail.”

“It really does make this place seem like a temple of worship,” Catalyna said. She paused as they turned a corner, which led into a hallway that had a series of doorways, though again, these doorways were about ten times bigger than anything Kari had seen before, and the doors were missing. “You know, I’m surprised by how calm you are.”

“You are? Why?” asked Kari.

“Because Eryk and Fay went off on their own to draw the Demon Beasts’ attention away from us.” Glancing at Kari out of the corner of her eye, Catalyna continued. “Are you not worried for their well-being?”

“Of course I’m worried,” Kari exclaimed with an annoyed frown. “Eryk is the person I love the most in this world and Fay is someone whom I believe will become my sister in the future. It is only natural that I am worried for their safety.” Wearing a soft smile that suddenly appeared without warning, Kari placed a hand against her leather breastplate. “But even though I am worried, I also have faith that they will be able to make it out of this situation alive and return to me. That’s why I’m not letting this get to me.”

As she spoke of Eryk and her faith in him, a sudden feeling of ill-intent washed over Kari, making her shiver. She paused just as they were about to step into the hallway. Looking around, she couldn’t find the source of this feeling. This made her glance at Finn, wondering if that sensation might have been him, but he appeared to be talking to Ander, who looked rather put out as though talking to Finn upset him.

“Must be nice to have someone you can place so much faith in,” Catalyna sighed.

“It is,” Kari agreed.

Their conversation finished for the moment, Kari and the others moved to each doorway and checked them out. They didn’t contain anything. The rooms beyond each doorway were upwards of several thousand square meters in size and filled with absolutely nothing. They were just empty square-shaped rooms made of stone, large enough to fit several coliseums inside.

“I think we can use these rooms to sleep in,” Kari said.

“I think you are right.” Catalyna agreed. “Come on. Let’s go topside again and get everyone inside.”

They went back outside to discover that Marko and his group had returned with food. It seemed they’d discovered a stream that ran through this mountain and had caught plenty of fish.

With some help from Lin, they hacked several branches off 
the trees, found some dried leaves to use as kindling, and settled down in the first room within the hallway they had discovered. There they lit a fire and cooked the fish. While the fish was bland because they didn’t have any seasoning—the seasoning had been in their bags, which none of them bothered to grab when they fled their campsite—it at least filled their bellies.

“I think we should all get some sleep for now,” Catalyna said. “Don’t worry about a night shift. I doubt the Demon Beasts will come here.”

No one had it in them to complain. Everyone looked like they were close to passing out from exhaustion. A few of the more tired Spiritualists lay down where they’d been eating and fell asleep on the spot. Only a few of the stronger ones like Marko, Ander, Catalyna, and Finn didn’t outright pass out.

“Big Sister?” Lin inquired when Kari remained seated by the fire. “Are we not going to sleep?”

“Oh. Yes, I’m sorry.” Kari smiled at Lin, who was sitting right next to her. “Yes, let’s go to sleep.”

They didn’t have anything to sleep in, but Kari and Lin quickly snuggled together. Having Lin’s cold tail coil around her was a bit chilling because of her low body temperature, but the fire was doing a good job of warming them both up, and they stuck close to it so they wouldn’t freeze later on. Kari also hoped this room would be able to retain warmth. It was so big, and she wasn’t sure how well stone walls worked in regards to acting as insulation.

Closing her eyes, Kari tried to ignore the eyes boring into the back of her skull as she attempted to get some sleep.
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I woke up with a startled gasp. My eyes snapped open as a disorienting number of questions popped into my head. Where 
was I? How did I get here? What time was it? Why were there a pair of boobs in my face?
 That last question, at least, was answered when I looked past the two large hills to see long red hair filling my vision. Fay’s head was leaning over as she slept. Of course, this strange position with her chest hanging in my face made me wonder about our respective positions, but then I realized my head was resting on her lap, which meant she’d fallen asleep sitting up.

That had to be uncomfortable.

Taking a deep breath, I slowly eased myself off Fay’s lap and into a sitting position. I would have liked to stick around, but I needed to figure a few things out. First, I checked myself over. My limbs were all intact and I could feel again. But the dull ache spreading through my body let me know I’d overdone it a little.

Also, my legs were broken.

I closed my eyes and, after confirming that my reserves of Spiritual Power were fully recovered, began circulating the water element through my body, particularly my legs. An itchy feeling came over me for a moment. Then a sigh of relief escaped my lips as the bones in my legs were mended. I even went out of the way to heal all my cuts and bruises as well—just to be on the safe side.

With my own injuries healed, I turned to Fay. She had several scratches on her face and body. Her arms were in particularly bad shape. She had used them a lot to block attacks from Demon Beasts, which resulted in them taking quite the beating. There was also a large and nasty gash on her torso; that would need to be disinfected before I healed it. My control still wasn’t good enough to remove all impurities from a wound.

Standing up and being careful not to make any noise, I eyed my surroundings, but then realized it was too dark for me to see anything. I channeled the lightning element into my eyes. It 
wasn’t quite as good as the light element, but it did help illuminate the area around me.

It looked like we were in a room. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all the same uniform shade of gray, but I could tell this wasn’t a cave or anything of the sort. Caves weren’t this geometrical. The floor was flat as though it had been sanded down, same with the walls and ceiling, and the room was also shaped like a rectangle. Nature never made something with perfectly flat plains and sharp angles like this.

There were two exits, one in the far back that looked like an archway, and one that looked like someone had created their own exit by destroying a wall. Light spilled in through the larger entrance. However, it was the light of the stars, which meant nighttime was upon us.

For just a moment, I thought about going back to sleep. I shook my head. Not only did I no longer feel tired, but I wanted to do something about Fay’s wounds—and also, I was really hungry.

Gggrgggllee!

I held a hand to my stomach as it let loose with a soft groan, basically demanding I feed it. Looking back at Fay, I watched her for any signs of movement, then moved toward the exit when I found none. With luck, I would return before she woke up.

The first thing I needed to do was find a source of water, which wasn’t easy considering the area I found myself in upon leaving that room was the same desert landscape from before. I wandered around for a few kilometers one way. Then I had to turn back. There was nothing over there. I, fortunately, discovered a small oasis in the other direction. It was nothing but a tiny pond with water trickling into it through several cracks in the mountain; it was surrounded by gentle greenery and the water looked pure. Sadly, there weren’t any fish swimming around inside. This pond was too small.

When I returned to the room, Fay was awake and on the verge of panicking. The moment I stepped inside, her face went through a myriad of emotions before settling on relief mixed with anger.

“Eryk! You’re awake! Don’t just run off like that!”

“I’m sorry for worrying you,” I said as I stepped into the room and walked up to her. I grabbed her hands, which seemed to embarrass her because she turned her head to look away.

“It’s fine,” she mumbled. “Just… wake me up next time if you’re going to leave like that.”

I smiled but didn’t comment on that, instead choosing to change the topic. “I’d like to dress your wounds. There’s a pond not far from here where I can clean them.”

Though Fay looked about ready to tell me not to worry about her injuries, she paused just as she was opening her mouth, and then looked down at herself. A slow hiss escaped her lips as she became aware of the nasty cut on her side.

“Okay. If it will ease your mind, I guess we can go and clean my injuries,” she said as if they weren’t a big deal.

I didn’t let on that cleaning her injuries wasn’t the only thing on my mind. Leading her out of the room, I took her over to the small pond, which I’d say was barely a meter across both ways. I wasn’t even sure it could rightly be called a pond. It reminded me of the fountains back in Nevaria.

The first thing I did was take the fronds growing around the pond and create a soft bed for Fay to rest on. I spread the large leaves across the ground, making sure they were not only even, but that there was also enough padding underneath for her to be comfortable—as comfortable as I could make it, at any rate.

“Relax right there, please,” I instructed.

Fay sat down and crossed her legs. “Like this?”

“Yes, that is fine for now.”

There were two more steps I needed to complete. The first step was gathering water, which I did by manipulating the water in the pond. I sent my Spiritual Power into the water, grabbing hold of it and bringing it out of the pond with my will. The spherical ball of water undulated as I maneuvered it over my hand under the watchful eyes of Fay. Next, I used some of the dryer fronds to start a fire and heat the water until it was boiling.

It was possible to boil water with Spiritual Power, but that required a deep understanding of the concept of using friction to heat water. It was currently outside my capabilities.

I could have also used the lightning element. That would not be advisable, though, unless I had perfect control over my element.

“I don’t have a rag to clean your wounds with,” I muttered as a new problem suddenly presented itself to me. I looked down. “And our clothes are too dirty to be used as rags.”

“You didn’t think about that, did you?” asked Fay.

“No, not really,” I admitted. After glancing at myself for a moment, I grabbed a hold of my barely held-together shirt and took it off. Fay squeaked like a mouse and looked away, but I wasn’t paying as much attention to her as I dipped the raggedy clothing in the pond and used water manipulation to purify it. While this didn’t fix the damage, it did clean it off. “This will have to do.”

“You’re… going to use your shirt?” Fay asked.

“Is that a problem?” I asked in return.

“No. It’s no problem.” She looked away. “It’s just… well, it’s a little embarrassing.”

“You think so?” I frowned as I put out the fire, held the shirt underneath the boiling ball of water, and let it slowly sink into the fabric of my shirt. “I don’t think it’s that embarrassing. Anyway, please take off your shirt.”

“Do I have to?” asked Fay.

“It would make cleaning your wound easier.” I frowned at her. “Also, what is there to be embarrassed about now? I’ve already seen you naked.”

“I… suppose that is true. I guess it wouldn’t be a big deal… if I bared myself to you again.”

After admitting this, Fay reluctantly grabbed the hem of her ruined clothes. The first thing she grabbed were the remains of her blue coat, which she slid down her shoulders and off her arms. The undershirt was also destroyed. Given how little of it remained, it could scarcely be called a shirt. Even before she had taken it off, I could see her breasts and inverted nipples. She flushed a deep scarlet the same color as her hair but removed the undershirt as well.

With her torso now exposed, Fay’s embarrassment seemed to reach a peak, but I couldn’t let either of our feelings bother me right now. Cleaning Fay’s wounds was more important than how we felt. I took the rag, steam wafting from it, and began going over her injuries. The first one I cleaned was the one on top of her left breast. It was the worst looking out of all of them, and I didn’t want it to scar. While I cleaned the wound with hot water, I sent the water element deep into her wound and began healing it, slowly closing the wound up until not even a scar remained.

“I am always impressed by your ability to heal people,” Fay said, having gotten over her embarrassment enough to hold a conversation.

“I used to get caught up in a number of dangerous situations,” I explained to her. “Similar to how I learned to refine alchemy pills by necessity, I needed to learn how I could heal my own injuries. Of course, by learning to heal myself, I also learned how to heal others.”

“That does make sense, though now I’m wondering what kind of situations you got into that required you learn how to heal yourself.”

With the wound on her chest healed, I shifted to the ones on her arms, wiping them off and healing them with the water element. I discovered another located on her back, so I moved behind her and pressed the remains of my shirt against what appeared to be four long claw marks. How did I miss those?

“I hope to one day tell you that,” I admitted. “I feel like you, Kari, and Lin deserve to know more about me, but for the moment, would you mind if I kept it a secret?”

“I don’t mind.” Fay shook her head as I stared intently at the closing claw marks as the skin was knit together, waiting until the skin fully healed before checking for more injuries. “So long as you tell us eventually.”

“Thank you.” I moved back around to her front and began checking for more injuries. It didn’t look like there were any—wait. There was a cut on her leg.

“E-Eryk!” Fay squeaked when I went to clean up her wound.

“What? Your leg is cut.”

“I-I can do this one myself.”

“But… you don’t have the water element,” I pointed out. “The whole reason I’m the one doing this and not you is because I can also heal the injury as well as disinfect it.”

“That… yes. You are right. I’m sorry.” Fay’s shoulders drooped as she resigned herself to her fate. “Please heal this too.”

“Is it really that embarrassing to have me heal you?” I asked as I placed the rag against her leg and gently wiped off the blood.

“I don’t know why I feel this way myself,” Fay admitted. “It’s just… ever since you began courting me, I’ve felt strangely self-conscious. Even when you aren’t with me, I can’t help but feel this way. I’ll see some clothing in a store and catch myself wondering if you’d like to see me wearing it, and then I would wonder if I’d even look good in it. I’m not a traditional beauty like Kari. I don’t have her refined appeal or charm, so I feel 
like I need to try even harder to impress you, but I don’t know what to do. Sometimes, I wonder what you even see in me.”

I listened to her as I finished cleaning her injuries. The one on her leg wasn’t her only one. She also had an injury on her foot, which I found because I used the water element to scan her body for blood. I took off her left boot and sock, set her foot on my lap, and placed the rag over her blistered toes, massaging them as I slowly healed them. It was only after I had switched to her right foot that I spoke.

“I hope you don’t think I’m courting you out of pity,” I said.

Fay quickly shook her head. “I know you better than that. You aren’t the type to do something out of pity.”

“Mm.” I slowly pressed my thumbs into the pads of her foot. Her toes wiggled underneath the rag and Fay bit down on her lip. “Then you should also know you don’t need to try harder to make me want you. I already want you.”

Fay hesitated before asking, “Is that true?”

“What reason would I have to lie?” I asked. Her foot was healed, so I set it on the bed of fronds, got onto my hands and knees, and crawled over to her. “I want you, Fay. I really do. You say you aren’t a traditional beauty like Kari, and that might be so, but you have a beauty that she doesn’t.”

“I want to believe that, but…”

I wondered what happened in her past to give Fay such little confidence in herself. There had to be more to her inferiority complex that I wasn’t seeing. This problem seemed to be rooted in something deeper than simply feeling inferior to Kari, but without knowing what that something else was, I couldn’t really do anything about it—and right now wasn’t the time to try and resolve emotional issues.

However, there was one thing I could do right now.

“Fay?”

“Yes?”

When Fay looked up, I leaned down and stole a kiss. It 
wasn’t long, and I moved away immediately after, but it was enough that Fay was now staring at me in shock. I smiled at her. It was probably a bit mischievous. Then I leaned back down and kissed her again.
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Fay looked like she didn’t know what to do, but as the kiss continued, she closed her eyes and kissed back. During that time, I pushed her onto the fronds while keeping our lips locked. I let my hands roam over her bare stomach and chest. Her inverted nipples grew stiff when I rubbed my fingers over them and her stomach was twitching. As I pushed my tongue into her mouth, eliciting a moan from those sweet lips, I let my hand drift lower and lower until I was cupping her sex—

“W-wait!” Fay suddenly shouted. I stopped.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

We… we can’t do this,” she muttered, out of breath and panting.

“We can’t. Why—ah.” I glanced around and nodded. “This isn’t a good place to do something like this, is it?”

“That isn’t… really it.” When all her words did was make me stare at her in confusion, she averted her eyes. “I… wouldn’t really mind doing it with you here, um, b-but we already have a pecking order.”

“A pecking order?” I didn’t get it.

Fay nodded. “The night before we left for the Demon Beast Mountain Range, Kari, Lin, and I talked about who would get to, erm, sleep with you first. We all agreed that since Kari was the one you loved first and is going to be your Primary Wife, she would be the first to share your bed, so…”

“I see.” I nodded and thought about what I should do. Truth be told, I did want to take Fay right now, but I also knew she wouldn’t like it if I forced the issue, and I didn’t think I could forgive myself if I pushed her into something she didn’t want. I took a deep breath and removed my hand from her warm, moist lips. “If that’s how it is… then that’s how it is.”

“Thank you,” Fay mumbled.

I nodded and sat up. “We should probably get dressed.” I looked at how her bare breasts jiggled when she sat up, and then turned away. The light pink of her nipples and the way 
they were inverted made me want to see if I could coax them out. “I honestly don’t think I’ll be able to control myself for much longer if we stay like this.”

My words caused Fay’s entire face and even a little bit of her chest to turn a bright shade of crimson as she hurried to get dressed.






Chapter 8



Demon Beast Mountain Range - Part VIII








After getting dressed again,
 Fay and I went in search of food. We hadn’t eaten in a long time, and while a Spiritualist could survive for days or even weeks without food, there was always a limit. Even the strongest Spiritualist would die if they didn’t eat anything within a week, give or take. That went doubly so for water.

There weren’t any lakes located within this desert region, so we could only get water from the small pond. However, some strange animals had burrowed into the ground. They looked like rodents. I thought they were squirrels at first, but they were thicker and fatter, and their tails were short and stubby. I believe they were called gophers.

We caught a few of them using a combination of fire to draw them out of their holes and my water blade to kill them. After returning to the room where I’d first woken up, the two of us lit a fire and cooked the gophers on a pair of makeshift skewers.

I sighed after swallowing my first bite. “These taste so bland without proper seasonings.”

“You’re really big on having food taste good even when you aren’t in Nevaria,” Fay said with an amused smile.

“That’s because I’ve tried the rations that other people eat when they go on expeditions.” I shrugged as I tore into the gopher because, despite my complaints, I was starving. “Most 
people who go exploring like this eat dried jerky and hard bread. It’s absolutely atrocious. I told myself after being forced to rely on it for the first few times that I would never eat such awful food while out on an expedition again.”

“Well… I suppose I can’t blame you,” Fay muttered. While I was eating like Lin, with little care for manners, Fay ate her food in a more dainty and refined fashion, as I would expect from a noble, even one from a minor family.

We finished the rest of our meal in silence. I leaned back against the wall after satiating my hunger and placed a hand on my stomach. The clothing I wore was so torn that my palm came into contact with skin. I felt a moment of lamentation as I realized this outfit was no longer usable, which honestly saddened me because this was the outfit that Fay bought for me so long ago. It had a special place in my heart.

“You said before that you have an idea as to why the Demon Beasts suddenly attacked us like that,” Fay began as she scooted over to me. She was just close enough that I could feel the warmth from her thighs. “Would you mind telling me what you think caused this now?”

Now was the best time to explain what I saw, so without further ado, I told Fay about how I’d felt a strong Spiritual Power while I was arguing with Marko, how I had followed the power to its source, and discovered a group of people. Of course, I mentioned how a man dressed in a black cloak had been enacting a strange ritual using a rune array with Dyr in the center. I held nothing back. By the time I had finished, Fay was biting her lip hard and clenching her hands.

“So,” she muttered, “the Leucht Family and somebody in a cloak were using Dyr in a ritual, and you think this ritual somehow attracted these Demon Beasts and caused them to attack us?”

“I don’t think the ritual caused them to attack us.” I paused and put my thoughts in order. “I believe the more likely 
scenario is that the ritual attracted the Demon Beasts to our location. You know as well as I that Demon Beasts are violent, to begin with. Once they locked onto Dyr’s Spiritual Power, they followed it, discovered us, and attacked en masse. What I’m surprised about is the range of the technique. It even managed to attract Pteranodons from the Pteranodon Valley.”

“Do you think they were hoping to kill us with this?” asked Fay.

“More than likely.” Nodding, I explained my theory even though I was sure she had already guessed the same thing. “I’m pretty sure the Leucht Family knows about what happened to Grant. They were probably hoping to kill us in a manner that made it seem like they had nothing to do with it. No one could blame them if we died in a Demon Beast attack.”

“Then that first time we traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range…”

“They had likely used Dyr to attract the Giant Svart,” I said with a nod when Fay trailed off. “I don’t think they used the ritual that time, which is why they only attracted that one Demon Beast.” I lowered my head and frowned. “The ritual they used was a type of rune array. It’s a type of ritual technique called Runic Spirit Magic that combines multiple runes together to create a variety of different effects. You activate it by channeling Spiritual Power into the rune array. If I had to take a guess, I would say the rune array that cloaked man used expanded the range of Dyr’s special ability.”

“Her special ability?” Fay asked.

I nodded. “I believe she has the ability to attract Demon Beasts with her Spiritual Power. It draws them in and causes them to go crazy. At least, that is what it seems like to me.”

“I’ve never heard of anyone with that ability.” Fay frowned.

Shaking my head, I said, “Me neither, but that just concerns me more. How did the Leucht Family find someone with such a unique power?”

It was a question I couldn’t help but ask. I didn’t think Dyr was a member of the Leucht Family herself. Of course, there was no evidence to prove that she wasn’t, but I had a good intuition for these things, and it was telling me that she wasn’t related by blood to the Leucht Family. This just gave me more questions. Who was she? How did she have such a unique power? And where had the Leucht Family discovered her?

I knew I wouldn’t receive any answers right now, so I stood up and dusted myself off. I felt a pair of eyes on me and looked at Fay. She was staring at me with a curious tilt of her head. Smiling, I held out a hand toward her.

“I’m feeling a bit restless, so why don’t we go exploring? It looks like this room leads deeper into the mountain.”

Fay gave me a resigned smile as she placed her hand in mine. “You sounded like Kari just then.”

“I suppose she has rubbed off on me a bit,” I replied with a laugh as I pulled Fay to her feet. “Anyway, we can’t do anything else right now, and I’m too full of energy to just lie around.”

“Are you sure exploring is a good idea right now?” she asked. “I feel like we should be thinking about how to meet up with Kari and the others.”

“We can’t do that until we know where we are. The Ring of Marji that connects me to Lin also doesn’t work at this range, so I can’t use it to track her location. The most I can tell is that she’s alive,” I explained. “This might be one of the ruins that have been already been excavated. If that is the case, then knowing which ruins these are will help us figure out where we are in relation to Nevaria.”

Fay couldn’t disagree with my logic, so the two of us traveled through the entrance on the opposite side of the massive hole in the wall. I noticed right away how big it was. At least ten times taller than I and thirty times wider, the entrance looked like it was made for a monstrous Demon 
Beast rather than a human. The archway entrance led into a long hallway made of stone. The sound of our footsteps echoed down it and bounced back to us.

“I’m a little shocked to discover there are ruins inside of a mountain like this,” Fay muttered, her voice echoing. “I heard that most ruins are the remains of ancient cities that existed before the Great Catastrophe.”

I glanced at the walls as we walked down the middle of the hall, channeling lightning into my eyes so I could see clearly. The walls depicted giants fighting against a horde of Sekbeist. I knew from my time in Niðavellir that all these ruins detailed the war against the Sekbeist, which was the cause of what we knew as the Great Catastrophe. These ruins were for the Lintilskudd—the so-called Lightning Giants, ranked third of the Nine Great Races.

“There are a few ruins like this one, though,” I informed her. “There probably aren’t many here in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, but that’s because there were never that many cities located in this area to begin with.”

“What do you mean?” asked Fay.

The hallway ended up branching off in two separate directions, which made me pause for only a minute before choosing one to travel down. It was dark in this tunnel. I furrowed my brow, held up my hand, and pushed my Spiritual Power through my palm. It felt like something was pulling out my essence. Then a small sphere of lightning coalesced over my palm, crackling as it lit the area around us.

Fay looked at me, then held out her hand, moving it in concentric circles. Flames ignited above her hand, gathered together in a sphere shape, and further lit the hallway.

“From what I understand, the Demon Beast Mountain Range has always been a dangerous place, so very few people were willing to build cities here.” I paused as we took another turn, then started again. “There’s some evidence to suggest that a 
lot of the cities located here were fortresses that had been used during a great war that embroiled the entire continent, but any documents pertaining to this war have been lost to the ages.”

The war I was talking about was, of course, the war between the Nine Great Races and the Sekbeists. I wanted to tell Fay about it, but I held back. Truthfully, I didn’t know how to broach this subject, nor how to explain why I knew so much. It wasn’t like I could just tell her I came from the future. I didn’t know if she would believe me, but if I was in her place and someone told me they had traveled through time, I would think they were crazy.

“That sounds rather fascinating,” Fay said. “I’m sure Kari would love to learn about this.”

“She probably would,” I agreed. Just as I was nodding along with Fay’s words, the Spiritual Pressure from two people caused both Fay and I to stumble.

“This feeling…” Fay muttered as I activated Spiritual Perception and quickly zoned in on the unique Spiritual Signatures of the two. At that moment, not only did I feel Lin’s relatively restful mind as she dreamed of something pleasant, but I found a bright golden aura battling against an electric yellow aura. The yellow one I knew vaguely but not enough to recognize, but there were only two people in the entire world with a golden aura like this—and one of them was the empress.

“It’s Kari,” I said.

“Really?!”

“Yes. Come on.”

Grabbing Fay’s hand, I picked up the pace and began heading in the direction I felt Kari’s Spiritual Aura.
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Kari woke up to find her body was no longer wrapped up in 
Lin’s tail. That was odd. She looked over and found Lin lying right next to her, shoulders and chest moving as she rhythmically breathed in and out. While the Lamia’s tail was no longer trapping her within its embrace, the other girl was still hugging her. It looked like her tail had just slackened sometime during the night.

The fire was still burning merrily right next to her, which made her wonder if someone had been feeding it wood… but no. It didn’t look like that was the case. At least, she didn’t think so. The more likely answer was that she’d just woken up soon after falling asleep because she was having trouble sleeping.

After all, how could she sleep when these ruins remained unexplored?

Lin’s arm slid off Kari’s chest as she sat up and landed on her lap as she looked around, gazing at the other sleeping figures strewn about the floor. She saw Catalyna dozing against a wall, Marko sleeping on his side, Finn on his back, and Ander several meters from Finn. The others were all spread out.

Everyone is asleep…

Would now not be the perfect time to do some exploring of her own? She knew now wasn’t the greatest time, that their situation was dire, but since they were here, it would be a shame not to explore at least a little bit. Yes, it would be a crime. A great travesty to all of humanity and explorers everywhere.

Gently removing Lin’s arm from her lap, she placed it on the ground and began to stand up.

“Darling…”

A soft mumble made Kari pause. She glanced at Lin, who was mumbling restlessly in her sleep. The girl moved onto her back, face scrunching up as her tail moved seemingly of its own accord, thumping against the floor. It seemed like she 
was having a dream. From the cold sweat forming on her brow, it wasn’t a pleasant dream.

Kari bit her lip as a war waged within her, with one side telling her that she needed to go exploring, while the other told her that she couldn’t leave Lin alone. This battle raged on until Lin finally settled down. As the girl grew quiet, Kari reached out and brushed some bangs away from Lin’s face, then leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on her forehead.

I really do feel kind of like an older sister…

With that heartfelt thought firmly locked in her mind, Kari carefully made her way across the floor, stepping around the people resting before exiting the room. After entering the hallway, she looked around. This hallway came to a dead-end, which meant if she wanted to explore further, she needed to go back to the staircase and choose one of the other paths.

Nodding, she wandered off until the light from the fire had disappeared, then raised her hand and moved it around in a clockwise circle. She released some of her Spiritual Power. It trickled through her fingers like a slowly flowing stream, illuminating the ground with its radiance, then it was expelled outward to form a small sphere above her palm that released a bright light.

Aside from the staircase and the hallway she had come from, there were two other paths to choose from. This junction formed something of a cross. After giving it a moment of consideration, Kari journeyed down the middle path, which turned out to be a long hallway that stretched out for quite a ways.

The hallway ended and a room suddenly opened before her. With an oblong shape, the room looked sort of like a fork in the road. There were two paths she could choose from, left or right, causing her to bite her lip in indecision.

She was about to choose the left path, but then she paused upon feeling a soft breeze blowing in from the right. Pointing 
the sphere in that direction, she focused her Spiritual Power and moved her hand to direct the light, causing a beam to shoot out in a cone shape that illuminated the hallway. There didn’t seem to be anything there. However, there was a breeze coming from this one. Moving the sphere back and forth between the two hallways, she finally chose the right.

Kari wasn’t sure how long she traveled down this hall, which was more winding than she would have expected. She felt incredibly small as she walked through this place that seemed to be made for giants. There wasn’t anything to note in this place. This particular hallway was fairly empty of adornments, and even the murals located in the entrance hall were absent here. All she could do was listen to the sound of her own footsteps.

Tap-tap. Tap-tap. Tap-tap. Tap. Tap-tap.

Pausing as an extra tap echoed around the hall, Kari stopped walking and turned around, shining her light behind her. She didn’t see anyone. Her lips twisted into a frown as if gravity had taken hold of them. She could have sworn she’d heard the extra tap of a second set of footsteps.

A feeling of caution welled up inside her heart. However, this didn’t stop her from walking on. She continued down the hall until it widened into a gigantic room that was even bigger than the entrance hall.

It looked like she was standing on a walkway several dozen meters above the ground floor. This walkway wasn’t the only one around either. Multiple catwalks spanned this room, some above her, some below her. All of the catwalks had a width of maybe twenty meters. There were numerous doorways like the one she had just emerged from. Where did they lead to? She didn’t know, but a part of her was eager to keep exploring.

She walked up to the walkway’s edge and looked down. The bottom floor was pretty far, but not so far that she couldn’t see it. There was something strange below, an 
elevated platform surrounded by several statues. Like everything else in these ruins, it was massive, easily fifteen or even twenty times larger than she was tall. Sitting atop the platform was what appeared to be a pair of massive hands forming a strange archway.

Kari took several steps back—then yelped when she bumped into something behind her. She spun around and leapt back, then paused. Glancing at the person standing behind her, she tried hard to hide her frown behind a polite smile.

“Finn,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought that should be obvious, Princess Kari,” Finn said with his usual dashing smile. “I was woken up by the noise you made when you left the room and decided to follow you. There is no telling how dangerous these ruins are, so I wanted to make sure I was around to protect you.”

If you wanted to protect me, why did you not say anything to announce your presence until just now?

The question was on the tip of her tongue, but she held back, knowing that saying something of this nature would only cause problems. Unless he did something that harmed her, Lin, Fay, or Eryk, then she would not react to his strange and creepy mannerisms.

“I see. Thank you very much for your concern.” Kari offered a polite bow of her head.

Finn’s smile seemed to grow fixed for some reason, but he waved his hand as though to tell her not to worry. “Are you planning to continue exploring? If you wish to, I shall accompany you.”

For just a moment, Kari seriously considered accepting his offer despite not trusting him—but it was only for a moment. Then she slowly shook her head. “No, I believe we should return. I will need to be well-rested since I plan on searching for Eryk and Fay tomorrow.”

“Oh?” The fixed smile grew stiff. It gave his face something 
of an ominous appearance. “I don’t want to seem mean or heartless, but you have to realize that the chances of them having survived after acting as decoys to draw away the Demon Beasts is very slim. It is regrettable, but they are probably dead by now.”

“I am aware of how dangerous their situation is.” Kari gave Finn a confident smile. “But Eryk isn’t the kind of person who would be done in by something like this. He’s stronger than anyone I have ever known. He might even be stronger than my mother. I know he’s alive.”

Thoughts of Eryk caused Kari’s chest to grow warm. It was a gentle heat that spread to the rest of her body.

She was very worried about Eryk and Fay, and understood there was a chance they were both dead, but she had chosen to place her faith in them. Until she found proof that they were dead, she would continue to believe they were alive. Kari wouldn’t give up hope. This was what she had learned from her last time traveling through the Demon Beast Mountain Range with them.

“Eryk. Eryk. Eryk. He’s all you ever talk about,” Finn suddenly snapped, his voice no longer polite. Now it was an angry growl to match the scowl that had appeared on his face.

Kari almost took a step back out of fear, but she didn’t. Doing that would have made her feel weak. She didn’t want to be weak. What’s more, while this man might be a powerful Nevarian Spiritualist, that didn’t mean he was stronger than her. She had been training with Eryk and Fay for over sixty-three days. Their training was harsh enough that she often felt like her body had been broken and remade after each session, so she was confident in her newfound strength. If it came to a fight, she would not lose to this man.

“He isn’t all I ever talk about,” Kari said with narrowed eyes and a frown. “You would know that if you spent any time with me. And besides, it is only natural that I would speak fondly of 
the man I love. What is so wrong with that?”

Those words seemed to only make Finn angrier. His face turned a deep scarlet as veins throbbed on his forehead. A strange pressure began emanating from him, which she recognized as a light Spiritual Pressure. Wisps of yellowish Spiritual Power wafted from his body like a miasma.

He took a step forward. “You should stop thinking about that idiot and look at someone more deserving of your attention! I’ve been in love with you far longer than Eryk has! I’ve loved you for years! Look at me! Pay attention to me!”

“Why would I do that?” asked Kari with a scornful gaze. “I don’t even know you. We have never spoken before this expedition. The only thing I know about you is that you’re a Nevarian Spiritualist who entered the Spiritualist Grand Tournament and fought against Fay. That’s it. What makes you think I’m going to fall in love with you just because you love me?”

Cruel but necessary words. If people fell in love with one another based on how the other person felt, this world wouldn’t have so much heartbreak, but that wasn’t how the world worked. Someone might fall in love with a person they admire, but that didn’t guarantee the person they loved would return their feelings.

While her words were indeed the truth, Finn didn’t seem to care for the truth. He stood there with his head bowed. The bangs covering his face cast shadows over his eyes, stirring up an ominous feeling within her chest and causing Kari to begin circulating Spiritual Power through her body. It thrummed with life and light. Her body felt primed. She was ready to activate her Spiritual Aura at any time.

“It’s not fair,” Finn muttered. “It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair!” The mutters turned into loud shouts that echoed across the large room. “I can do everything that man can! I’m strong! I’m worthy of you! More worthy than him!”

With glaring blue eyes narrowed in anger and frustration, Finn took several steps toward her. She wondered if he realized his hand was on the hilt of his rapier. This time, she did take a step back as she prepared to fight, bringing her hands up in a basic bare-handed combat stance.

Kari did not really know how to fight bare-handed. She had never been trained in it, but she had watched Fay spar against Eryk during their training, so she could at least somewhat mimic her friend’s actions.

“I do not know what makes you think you are more worthy of my love than Eryk is.” Kari continued to move backward along the walkway, even as she cursed herself for not bringing her ranseur. “However, the only person who can decide who is worthy of receiving my affection is me, and I decided that the person I want to give myself to is Eryk. Sorry, but I have no interest in you.”

Finn was gritting his teeth now. He drew his sword out with a sibilant hiss of steel, lightning suddenly skittering along both his body and blade as he unleashed his Spiritual Aura. The Spiritual Pressure now pushing down on her was indeed impressive, but it was still nothing compared to Eryk, who made it a point to fight with his Spiritual Pressure so she could become acclimated to the feeling. Thanks to that, Finn’s Spiritual Pressure felt quite weak.

Realizing that a fight was inevitable, Kari unleashed her own Spiritual Aura, the golden light of her elemental affinity encasing her body not in a flame this time, but in a very light film that looked almost like armor.

“If I can’t have you…” Finn muttered as he drew his rapier toward his chest. “If I can’t have you… then no one can!”

Finn thrust the rapier forward so quickly most people would have missed it, but Kari stepped aside and allowed the thrust to move past her. This first missed attack didn’t deter Finn. He drew his rapier back and thrust it out again. It missed once 
more when Kari took a step in the other direction. Then he pulled it back and thrust it again and again and again in an almost never-ending stream of attacks that increased in speed. It was like the more he attacked her, the faster his attacks became.

Kari dodged left and right to avoid being impaled. Sometimes she ducked when an attack came too close for comfort. The air around her crackled with lightning as small bolts leapt from Finn’s blade, striking her body but not breaking through her Spiritual Aura. This seemed to make Finn even angrier, as he increased the speed of his thrusts, to the point where even Kari had some trouble seeing the attacks. A few scraped against her Spiritual Aura. Fortunately, they were not strong enough to pierce it.


I see.
 Leaping back several times to gain some distance, Kari analyzed what her opponent was doing. He’s using the movements of his thrusts to channel lightning through his arm and increase the speed he can attack at.


That was an awfully dangerous technique to fight against. The only way she could think of countering it was to use the Flash Step, but while this walkway wasn’t exactly narrow, she didn’t feel comfortable using it when there was a high chance she could accidentally tumble off the edge. If she wanted to stop him from using this technique, then she would need to somehow stop his arm from moving.

However, as if he’d been able to tell what she was thinking, Finn reached behind his back and grabbed something that had been hidden inside of his shirt. From the bottom of his shirt came another rapier. This one had a differently designed cross-guard from the other one. It was also a little shorter, probably because it was meant to be used with the off-hand. As Finn took a different stance than before, Kari suddenly realized something.

“I see.” She narrowed her eyes. “So you are
 the one who 
attacked Eryk that first night we spent here in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

“That’s right,” Finn said, apparently no longer seeing any point in hiding it. “I thought I could do him in with a surprise attack. I never would have imagined he had such sharp senses. But it doesn’t matter anymore. If I can’t take him out, and you refuse to give up on him, then I will simply eliminate you instead! If I cannot have you, then I won’t let anyone else have you!”

He came at Kari again, blasting off the walkway and reaching her in record time. Now wielding two rapiers, the speed of his attacks increased, to the point where Kari really couldn’t dodge all of them. Several fast stabs came at her shoulders. Her Spiritual Aura deflected them, but each attack also came with an intense burst of yellow lightning, which had enough force to make her stumble.

A powerful thrust came at her from below, aimed at her heart. She took a step back, but the other rapier appeared where she moved as if predicting how she’d react, striking her in the throat. The attack was deflected by her Spiritual Aura. However, there was still enough force to make her gag a little as she stumbled backward. She had also been so focused on her opponent that her foot slipped when it came into contact with the walkway’s edge, causing her to stumble.

Finn laughed as he used this opportunity to try and push her off the walkway with several lightning-quick thrusts, but Kari, now desperate, activated the Flash Step and appeared several meters from where she’d been standing. She took several deep breaths as Finn stared at the place where she had been, blinking owlishly as if he couldn’t figure out what just happened. Raising a hand, she felt her neck. There was no wound. Even so, the knowledge that his attack would have killed her if she hadn’t activated her Spiritual Aura caused her bones to chill.

“It seems that man isn’t satisfied with just tainting you,” Finn growled as he whirled around to face her. There was madness in his now bloodshot eyes. He reminded her of a rabid beast. “Now he’s even teaching you his Spiritual Techniques! Damn him! I won’t have it! I refuse to let you use a technique you learned from that man!”

After shouting out these words, Finn began dancing along the ground with a rhythm that Kari recognized. This was the Spiritual Lightning Technique that he had used during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament to keep Fay from using the Flash Step. It was an oddly specific technique, but she didn’t think it had been designed specifically for the Flash Step itself. This Spiritual Technique released lightning into the ground, which caused mild electric shocks to race up the legs of Finn’s enemies. She imagined it had originally been designed to paralyze low-ranking Demon Beasts.

Still, this presented a problem. She couldn’t use the Flash Step anymore, which was the only Spiritual Technique she could use that didn’t require her ranseur. What could she do now that the only Spiritual Technique available to her had become unusable?

“I’ll kill you. I’ll take you! I’ll kill you! I’ll make you mine and then kill you!”

Finn was mumbling nonsense as he moved closer to her, still dancing in that strange manner that prevented her from using the Flash Step. He was moving slower than before. This Spiritual Technique must be one that couldn’t be used with high-speed movements… Her eyes widened.

I don’t think he can use his thrusting technique so long as he’s using this!

It looked like this technique prevented him from using that other Spiritual Technique, and while he could use the one that launched lightning at her, he was clearly aware that using such a dangerous technique in a ruin like this wasn’t smart. If he 
accidentally caused a cave-in or the walkway to collapse, he would be in just as much trouble as her.

That meant she had a chance.

Kari prepared herself both physically and mentally. She took several deep breaths, shifted her feet along the floor, and adopted the fighting stance she’d seen Fay use. It felt awkward. She wasn’t a brawler like her friend. Even so, she’d seen the redhead fight enough times to have memorized her stance and even some of her hand-to-hand techniques. It should be enough to at least strike back at this man.

She would only have one chance.

She needed to make it count.

She waited and watched as Finn finally reached her and thrust out the rapier in his left hand, at the same time moving the other rapier to where he thought she would dodge. This was how he had been attacking her up to this point, but she didn’t do what he expected this time. Drawing her right fist back into her torso, she took a step forward and threw a powerful straight jab.

“What?!” Finn shouted as her fist, coated in the brilliant golden glow of her Spiritual Aura, struck the tip of his rapier. Steel shattered and clattered to the ground. Her fist continued on, striking the cross-guard and breaking that too. A loud crunching sound echoed around them. The man screeched in pain as he jerked his hand back. It had gone completely limp. More than likely, the bones were shattered.

Knowing not to let an opportunity like this slip by, Kari awkwardly stepped into his guard, drew her other fist back, and slammed it into his chest. Finn’s eyes widened as his leather breastplate shattered. Kari didn’t stop there. She hyperextended her fist completely, even rotating her torso like she’d seen Fay do; the result was Finn being lifted off his feet and sent flying backward. He landed on the walkway, skidding along on his back before coming to a stop. Kari took several 
heavy breaths as she waited to see if he would get back up, but he didn’t.

Walking up to him, she kicked the other rapier out of his now-limp hand and looked down. His eyes were still open, but they had rolled up into the back of his head, and there was also a large indent in his chest as though his ribs had caved in. He was still breathing, but it was shallow and growing weaker. Her last attack had probably punctured his lung. He would likely die in a few minutes.

Kari did feel a little conflicted about letting Finn die. She had killed Grant back when he’d kidnapped Fay, but she was able to kill him because of what she and Eryk had seen after arriving. The sight of Grant forcibly removing Fay’s clothes to rape her had caused Kari to see red. Her rage had overridden any sense of guilt she might have felt. This was different, though she also understood that he’d been trying to kill her, which lessened the guilt she felt at least a little bit.

All these thoughts raced through her mind when two familiar voices echoed from somewhere and caused her ears to perk up. She blinked several times and cocked her head, straining to listen.

“Are you sure it came from this direction?” asked a woman.

The voice that answered belonged to a man. “I’m positive. I definitely felt Kari’s Spiritual Signature coming from here. She’s just up ahead.”

“Doesn’t this seem a little too coincidental? If you can feel her Spiritual Signature, then it means these ruins are the same ones Catalyna was taking us to before the Demon Beasts went into a frenzy, doesn’t it?”

“It’s not so strange when you think about it. We didn’t travel that
 far from where Kari and her group were going. Our path took us just slightly west of the direction they were headed. We probably ended up on the opposite side of the same mountain as them.”

“That still seems a little too coincidental to me.”

“I think you are just being paranoid.”

The voices grew increasingly louder; just when it seemed as if they couldn’t increase in volume anymore, two figures stepped out through a hallway on the ground floor. Kari couldn’t believe her eyes. Her heart beat rapidly in her chest as she saw the two people down below; they looked a little worse for wear but still alive, still standing, still there.

With joy surging through her heart, she called out to the pair. “Eryk! Fay!”

The two looked up, revealing the familiar features of Eryk and Fay.

She glanced at the first person who’d firmly earned himself a special place in her heart. Eryk’s face was covered in dirt and sweat, but the elegant and somewhat feminine charm that gave him such a pretty boy appearance remained the same. The leather band normally wrapped around his hair was gone. His long locks of green hair surrounded him and made him look even girlier than normal, but to Kari, who knew of his strength, this contradictory appearance only made him more attractive to her. On a side note, she noticed he was shirtless.

Fay stood beside him. The redhead who was easily her best friend looked up with bright green eyes. Like Eryk, her clothing was torn in certain places, revealing the smooth skin underneath. The swell of her left breast was partially exposed. It looked like the Demon Beasts had done a number on her, but she was still alive, and that was what mattered.

“Hey, Kari!” Eryk raised his hand and waved at her.

“I’m so glad you two are safe!” Kari shouted. “Stay right there! I’ll find a way down to you!”

Fay looked like she was about to say something, but Kari turned on her heels and dashed toward the nearest entrance. She was sure that one of these entrances would lead to a stairway that would take her to the ground floor.






Chapter 9



Returning Home








I watched
 as Kari disappeared down a random passage, wondering if she would be okay. It didn’t seem like this particular ruin had any traps, which these ruins were often littered with in the event that Sekbeists ever managed to invade. I suspected this base hadn’t been used very much during the war. Or maybe there was no need for traps for one reason or another.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to let her run off like that?” asked Fay as I wandered over to the elevated platform and sat down. “I mean, you could have just used the Flash Step to reach her.”

“Kari knows that,” I replied as I turned my head and looked at all the entrances on that side. She’d be coming out of one of those. “I’m pretty sure she decided to run off before I could say anything because she knows that. In which case…”

Fay quickly caught on to what I was saying and sighed. “In which case, she likely took off in such a hurry because it gave her an excuse to explore more of the ruins.”

“Probably.”

After standing awkwardly in that one spot for about a minute, Fay wandered over to the platform and sat down beside me. She seemed a bit uncomfortable being surrounded by these giant statues. However, her attention was mostly focused on me.

“How is it that you know Kari so well?” asked Fay.

I tilted my head. “What do you mean? Isn’t it natural to know a lot about someone you love?”

“Maybe, but…” Fay frowned, her face scrunching up. “It just seems to me like you know her too well. It’s like… like you have spent years together rather than just a few months.”

I almost flinched. I thought I did an admirable job of masking my surprise, but really, for Fay to hit the nail so hard on the head was astonishing. Hmm. But then again, it wasn’t like I had done anything to keep my knowledge of Kari and her personality a secret. Now that I was thinking about it, I had pretty much abused my knowledge of Kari to make her fall in love with me.

Did that… make me a bad person?

I wondered if maybe using my knowledge to push along our romance was the same as manipulating her.

Just as I was thinking about this, Kari emerged from one of the entrances. She’d only gone down one floor and there were about four between us starting from the floor she was on now. After glancing around for a moment, she looked down at us and smiled.

“I’m going to try one of the other passageways!” she shouted before running off.

“And there she goes again,” I murmured with a fond smile.

Fay could only giggle as the blonde woman disappeared. “That’s our Kari.”

It took Kari about twenty minutes to finally reach the ground floor. She ended up taking several wrong passages that took her to the higher levels, had to reverse direction, then needed to go through about six or seven more passages. At long last, though, Kari came racing out of one passage on the ground floor.

“ERYK!”

I stood to my feet just in time to receive Kari’s glomp, which 
would have knocked me off my feet if I hadn’t been prepared. Even being ready, I still needed to spin around several times to absorb the impact, which probably would have hurt her just as much as it did me. After our spin, I set the girl on her feet but kept my hands around her waist.

“Kari, I’m glad you’re—”

I couldn’t finish my sentence before she leaned up and kissed me. With her hands on my shoulders, she stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to mine. Her kiss was filled with desperate relief. It was like I could sense all the emotions that had been swirling inside of her, the worry and heartache and uncertainty, suddenly coming to the fore through our contact. Even after she finished taking her emotions out on my lips, the girl refused to let go. She tucked her head under my chin and hugged me with enough strength that my ribs felt like they were gonna break.

It was a really good thing I had strengthened my body with weight training and alchemy pills.

Now that my lips were no longer hampered, I could speak. “I’m glad to see you’re safe.”

“I’m the one who should be saying that.” Kari had buried her face in my neck, so her words sounded a little muffled. “I was really worried. Even though I was confident you would come back, I still couldn’t help but worry about you two. You and Fay were all alone, and I wasn’t able to help you at all.”

I began running my hand over her head, tenderly stroking her hair. It was nowhere near as soft as it used to be, but I blamed that on a lack of shampoo and other hair care products. I doubted Kari even had time to bathe properly since the Demon Beasts overran our camp. Her scent was quite a bit stronger than I was used to, though I didn’t say anything. Now wasn’t the time to tell her she needed a bath.

“You had to protect the others,” I said, trying to soothe her emotions. “Someone had to.”

“I know. I know that. I just…”

“I understand.” I spent a few seconds just soothing the girl as she let out the torrent of emotions she’d no doubt kept in check until now. But I knew we also needed to move this along. “But you know… Fay is also here.”

“That’s right!” Kari suddenly let go of me as if just now remembering that we weren’t alone. She swerved around me, and I turned just in time to see Fay get glomped by the overly enthusiastic Kari. “FAY! I’m so sorry! I’m sorry I forced you to be the one who acted as a distraction! I’m so glad you’re okay!”

“Thank you for worrying about me. I apologize for causing you so much distress.”

Fay’s expression softened as she hugged Kari back. She wrapped her arms around the blonde girl’s waist and placed her head on Kari’s shoulder.

Ever since that night after the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, and maybe even before then, Kari had begun displaying a wide range of emotions. It was like the dam on her feelings had broken. Comparing her to the future version I’d lived with, I’d say this Kari was more expressive, but she was still the same person I remembered at heart.

After Kari calmed down, the three of us convened a short meeting and informed each other about what happened with our respective groups. Fay and I learned about how Kari’s group had run all the way to these ruins without stopping, and she learned about the A-Rank Demon Beast I had been forced to fight.

“You… you killed an A-Rank Demon Beast?! On your own?!” Kari looked at me like she’d been punched in the stomach.

I nodded. “It was a tough fight.”

She pressed a hand to her face and took several deep breaths. “I would tell you that was incredibly reckless, but I believe you were aware of that when you fought it.”

“I didn’t have much choice,” I admitted with a shrug. “We 
entered its territory. I doubt it would have let us leave.”

“You do have a point,” Kari admitted.

“There’s not much to be said about Eryk’s battle,” Fay suddenly interjected. “More importantly, we need to discuss the reason those Demon Beasts were all drawn to our camp.”

Kari nodded. “I still find it a little hard to believe that Dyr was somehow responsible, but if what you said is true, then it means the Leucht Family must be plotting something even more nefarious than this.”

“It also seems to me like the reason they attacked us is because of Eryk,” Fay added.

Her words brought me up short, but that was because I saw the logic behind her idea. “You believe they see me as a big enough threat to whatever they’re planning that they decided to remove me. That’s what you are saying, right?”

“Yes.” Fay raised a single hand in the air and extended her index finger. “You won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, which prevented Grant from marrying Kari, which would have granted his family a lot more power.” She extended her middle finger next. “You then rescued me after I was kidnapped and Grant was killed during the rescue. They probably assume you were the one who finished him off rather than Kari.” She extended her ring finger. “And finally, you are powerful enough that you can defeat even B and A-Rank Demon Beasts on your own. I don’t know what they are planning, but you are clearly their biggest obstacle.”

“The question we should be asking now is: what are they planning?” asked Kari, expression pensive.

Her words made me freeze. I hadn’t been thinking about it at the time because I’d been so busy trying to survive and meet back up with Kari and Lin, but now that I had a moment to think, and now that the question had been brought up, the answer I came up with froze my blood. What the Leucht Family wanted now was all too obvious.

The Demon Beast Invasion.

I had always wondered how and why the Demon Beast Invasion happened in my previous life. Nevaria had existed since before the Great Catastrophe. The Demon Beast Mountain Range had always been a place filled with danger, but the Demon Beasts who made it their home had never once tried to invade the city-state.

Demon Beasts were an interesting collective of monstrous creatures that stuck to specific regions that made up their territory. Barring extreme circumstances like sudden changes in weather patterns and geography, they never left their territory for any reason, so it would take something extreme to cause the Demon Beasts to suddenly invade Nevaria.

Something like a girl who had the power to draw Demon Beasts to her.

“We need to return to Nevaria,” I said. Kari and Fay both stared at me like what I told them was obvious, but I didn’t just mean eventually. “I mean we should leave as soon as possible. We can’t afford to stay here any longer.”

“Ah.” Kari opened her mouth and released a strange sound like she wanted to say something but was stopping herself.

“Now that we know where this place is, we can explore it together later,” I told her, already knowing exactly what she wanted to say. “I think I know what the Leucht Family is planning, and if I’m right, then it could mean Nevaria’s destruction if we let it happen.”

Neither Fay nor Kari could say anything to that. Those words were like the ultimate argument stopper. With Nevaria’s safety on the line, Kari quickly changed from the enthusiastic dungeon explorer to the princess of a city-state. She led us to where her group was currently staying—I didn’t ask about the corpse of Finn—and announced our presence to the Spiritualists who, before our arrival, looked to be on the verge of panic.

“DARLING!!!”

The first one to greet me after our surprise appearance was Lin, whom I sadly did not have the strength to stop. She launched herself at me with her tail acting as a spring. The power behind her surprise attack blasted me off my feet and into the wall of the hallway beyond. While the wall held strong, my back groaned in protest as I slid down it and onto my butt. Despite the pain, I didn’t complain as I wrapped my arms around the crying Lin and hugged her close.

“Darling! Darling! This princess is so glad you’re safe! She felt your presence with her Ring of Marji so suddenly, but she couldn’t find you, and Big Sister disappeared, and then… and then…!”
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As I was hugging Lin, who was not only crying into my chest but also rubbing herself against me as if trying to mark her territory, Catalyna and Marko emerged from the hallway alongside Fay and Kari. Marko looked like he wanted to murder me. However, Catalyna was giving me an amused smirk.

“It seems you’re a hard man to kill,” she said.

“I certainly like to think so,” I quipped back, but then I hardened my expression. “We need to talk.”

Catalyna slowly nodded. “Yes, I imagine we do.”

By this point in time, everyone had woken up and was now peeking out of the doorway to see what the commotion was about. Many eyes widened upon seeing me and Fay. However, no one said anything since our group was holding something of an impromptu meeting.

Lin eventually calmed down, but she refused to let me move, so I ended up sitting on the floor with her on my lap as she entwined her tail around my left leg. I thought about just telling her to get off, but I didn’t. It was fine this way. I stroked her left arm in a comforting manner as Fay and I informed Catalyna of what we discovered on the way here. I was sure I looked silly as I sat there snuggling with a Lamia, but that was also okay. I didn’t particularly mind if people thought me queer.

Silly or not, Catalyna took my words at face value. I could sense the concern radiating from her as Kari, Fay, and I informed her of what we’d discussed and the potential ramifications of what it could all mean if true.

“This is definitely serious,” she said at last. “But it’s not like we can just leave yet either. Let’s wait until tomorrow, at least, before packing up and heading back.” She paused. “Do you think it will be safe to leave by then?”

I moved my hand down until it was resting on the junction of Lin’s hips where skin shifted to scales. There was something 
pleasant about the sudden difference in texture, an exotic quality that made Lin’s attractiveness unique among the people I knew. As Lin released several soft hissing noises that were like a Lamia’s version of a purr, I came up with my answer.

“It should be safe,” I replied. “From what I’ve seen, all that power does is attract the Demon Beasts to a specific location. If you still have the map, I can plot us a route that will take us around the jungle we passed through to get here, which is where the ritual was enacted. It might take a bit longer, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. I doubt the Leucht Family will do anything right away anyway. I suspect that ritual of theirs takes a lot of time to prepare.”

Perhaps it was in response to my stroking, but Lin’s tail had curled around my legs almost completely now. It wasn’t cutting off the circulation just yet, but I really hoped it didn’t get much tighter. Lin’s tail was strong enough to crush rocks, and while my body had been strengthened by a lot of alchemy pills, I had no desire to test how it compared to a Lamia’s tail.

“I suppose that means we should plot out a route now,” Catalyna muttered. “I’ll get out the map.”

Catalyna started talking to herself as she wandered back into the room. The people who’d been listening in backed away so she could travel to her bag. Marko glared at me one more time before following his sister.

“We should follow her,” Fay said.

“Agreed.” I nodded, but then I paused and gave her and Kari a helpless smile. “Ah, but before that, could you help get this girl off me? She fell asleep.”

As I pointed to the sleeping Lin, tail now thoroughly wrapped around my legs, Kari and Fay giggled at my plight.
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Plotting a new route took most of the night. The course we 
would take was one that swerved around far to the east, bypassing both the Vapid Jungle and Pteranodon Valley, which was where the Demon Beasts had gathered. I did need to change the route several times when I learned about a large group of dangerous B-Rank Demon Beasts making their home in one territory or another. I didn’t want to deal with those right now. Killing Demon Beasts took time, and even if the Leucht Family couldn’t enact their plan right away, that didn’t mean we had time to waste.

The sooner Empress Hilda knew what we did, the better.

The next morning, our group packed up whatever meager supplies we had left. Most of it was just weapons, as we’d not been able to grab much of anything else. We had left almost everything in the Vapid Jungle. The only thing Catalyna had now was the bag of alchemy pills that I had given to her, and it looked like they’d already consumed a third of them just to reach these ruins.

Kari was disappointed to be leaving the ruins, which she had expressed several times by looking back at them with an expression of such longing it made me think of a woman who was leaving her lover, but she also understood why we couldn’t stay and explore. I promised her that after the matter with the Leucht Family was settled, we would eventually return. That seemed to cheer her up a little. Fay and Lin also agreed to come back when that happened, which further improved her mood.

After leaving the mountain range, we traveled east. Nevaria was located in a valley southwest of our current position, so we’d be moving further away from our home at first, but we needed to move around the Vapid Jungle. I wasn’t sure how Dyr’s power worked, but going on what I knew from the Demon Beast Invasion in my previous life and what I had discovered from my time with her, it was likely Dyr released pheromones into the air that drew Demon Beasts to her 
location. She was long gone now, but I imagine some residue remained. After all, several Demon Beasts had made Nevaria their territory even after the invasion.

The area past the jungle was a mostly dry and arid landscape with little in the way of food and water, which meant it had very few Demon Beasts as well. I called it a no-man zone. While the lack of anything edible made traveling through the rugged terrain difficult, I taught the Spiritualists journeying with me a trick to dealing with heat and hunger. I also made liberal use of my Spiritual Power to draw moisture from the air to create water for people to drink. Heat and hunger could be ignored to some degree. Dehydration could not.

There were a few animals that we managed to catch and cook. Arid lands like this might have been dry, lacking in water and vegetation, and generally inhospitable, but that didn’t mean they were completely without life. We occasionally uncovered an oasis that several animals had made their home. Of course, we cooked and ate all of them. The only thing I refused to let people eat were the snakes. I kept picturing Lin every time we came across one and couldn’t bring myself to kill it, or let others kill it.

Despite my no-killing-snakes policy, we managed to reach the end of the desert without anyone dying, and then we passed the backyard that made up the eastern half of the Pteranodon Valley before curving our way back onto the original route that Catalyna had plotted. The entire journey had taken twelve days, which was five days longer than the original estimated length. Despite this, we hadn’t lost a single person and were able to return to Nevaria a day later.

The guards at the gate looked shocked to see us. I didn’t know if it was our ragged and dirty appearance or something else. The woman on our left gawked like she’d seen a ghost.

“P-Princess Kari! Lady Catalyna! What happened to you?!” 
she asked.

Kari smiled, looking every bit the princess despite her ragged appearance. “We ran into some trouble while on our expedition.”

“I-I will inform the commander of your return,” the man on the other side of the gate said.

“Oh, there’s no need to worry about—” Kari began, but the man quickly dashed away and disappeared into the crowd.

I frowned at where the man disappeared. Something felt off about that man’s reaction just now. A strange feeling had settled within my gut and refused to leave, but I put the worry out of my mind for now as Catalyna began speaking once more.

“I think we’re going to hurry back to the Kriger Family mansion and let our family know what we discovered,” Catalyna said as she turned to us. “I’m sure they will get in contact with Empress Hilda soon. If what you say is true, then all of Nevaria is in great danger.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” I said.

“Be sure to let your mother know that she should keep an eye on the Leucht Family mansion,” Kari added.

“We will,” Catalyna said before walking off.

“Don’t think this is over yet,” Marko said to me. “I haven’t given up on Lin.”

“This princess doesn’t understand what you mean,” Lin said before I could respond. “What about her haven’t you given up on?”

I almost snorted at the innocent words. Lin knew this man wanted her, but she wasn’t giving him a single chance to get closer.

“N-nothing!” Marko shouted with a blush before pointing at me. “Anyway, be prepared to settle the score later!”

Marko turned on his heel and hurried to catch up with his sister. I felt like massaging my temple as a slight headache 
pounded my skull. Thinking about that man and his infatuation with Lin irritated me.

“It seems someone has a huge crush,” Kari said with a giggle. “It’s too bad he has no hope of convincing Lin to ever consider him marriage material.”

“Why would this princess ever marry someone like Marko?” asked the confused Lamia, who I could have sworn had several question marks hovering over her head. She seemed genuinely baffled by the idea of marrying Marko.

“No reason.” Kari giggled some more.

“We should head to the northern Nevarian Spiritualist barracks,” Fay suggested. “I would like to rest, but I believe we should inform Lord Dante and Lord Rainer about what happened before doing anything else.”

“You’re right,” I agreed.

“Then what are we waiting for?” asked Kari. “The sooner we talk to my dads, the sooner we can wash up and rest.”

All of us were tired, but we agreed that we couldn’t let this matter rest until we’d done everything we could to prevent the Leucht Family from going through with their plan. That was why we headed to the barracks where Dante was normally stationed. I was sure we looked like crap. Heck, the two Nevarian Spiritualists guarding the gate to the headquarters gawked at us like they couldn’t believe a group of half-naked Spiritualists covered in grime, blood, and dirt was knocking on their front door.

“P-Princess Kari!” one of them shouted when he realized who was standing before him. “W-what happened to you?! Your clothes! They’re—”

“Would you mind if we met with my fathers?” Kari asked, too tired to let them continue. Her voice was firm and commanding. “We have urgent news for them.”

“Of course!” Both Nevarian Spiritualists snapped off a salute as the spokesperson shouted in a high-pitched voice. 
“Commander Dante is not here right now, but we will inform Commander Rainer that you have returned and would like to speak with him. Please wait inside the entrance hall. We’ll also get all of you something to wear.”

“Thank you very much.” Kari bowed as one of the Nevarian Spiritualists rushed in through the door.

Our group was directed inside of the Nevarian Spiritualist barracks, where all of us were given some basic cloaks to put on over our clothes. Considering we were practically naked with our naughty bits barely concealed by torn fabric, I couldn’t necessarily blame them for responding so quickly to protect our modesty. I felt a little bad. These three girls had been walking through Nevaria practically nude. The number of looks we’d gotten on the way here was enough to make even me self-conscious.

We stood off to the side so as not to disrupt the flow of traffic. Our group drew many stares, but at least with our cloaks covering us, no one outright gawked. Most looked at us as though unsure of our purpose for being there, but that was all.

Rainer came walking down the stairs about ten minutes after we were given the cloaks, coming to stand beside us and frowning as he observed our no-doubt exhausted expressions.

“I am glad to see you four have made it back safely from the Demon Beast Mountain Range,” he said as an opening line. “It looks like you have been through a lot. Perhaps we should head to the Imperial Royal Palace where you can freshen up?”

“Thank you, but no,” I said, raising my hand to forestall his argument. He looked like he was about to say something anyway, then he saw that I was only wearing torn pants under the cloak and closed his mouth. “We do want to freshen up and relax, but there’s something important that we have to tell you first.”

Rainer looked like he was debating with himself, but he 
eventually sighed and gestured for us to follow him. “When Edgard told me about the state you four were in, I had planned on taking you back to the palace, but if you insist, then we should head to the commander’s office. I assume what you have to say isn’t something you want to be overheard by others.”

“That’s correct,” Kari said with a tiny smile. “Thank you for understanding, Father.”

Rainer returned the smile before gesturing for us to follow him.

The commander’s office looked the same as always, though it seemed a little weird without Dante lackadaisically sitting behind the desk. Rainer moved behind the desk instead. Once he sat down, he clasped his hands together and gestured for us to relax.

“Why don’t you tell me what happened? Please start from the beginning.”

This would be the third time I’d spoken of this matter, but that just meant I was an old hand at explaining the situation. The four of us tried to make as detailed a report as possible. We told him about our journey, about how I found Torgny Leucht and a man in a cloak enacting a ritual with Dyr, how we were attacked by Demon Beasts, and everything I could think of. Fay, Kari, and even Lin offered their own experiences as well. Kari also informed Rainer about Finn.

By the time we had finished, Rainer looked like he’d been sucker-punched—not that I blamed him. We’d just given him a wealth of far-fetched information. Anyone would have responded with surprise and maybe even complete disbelief.

“This is… a lot to take in.” Rainer rubbed his forehead with both hands as though our story had given him a headache.

“Please believe us, Lord Rainer!”

“We’re telling the truth, Father!”

“This princess wouldn’t lie about something like this!”

As Fay, Kari, and Lin adamantly told Rainer they were telling the truth, the man raised his hand to stop them. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you. I believe everything you have said. I’m just saying that this information presents a lot of problems. I’m honestly not even sure how to go about solving them.”

“I think you should start by having Empress Hilda issue a Royal Edict that allows the Imperial Royal Guards to search the Leucht Family estate,” I began. “With Torgny Leucht’s presence at the ritual site, there is more than enough evidence to implicate them. With such evidence backing us, neither the Kriger Family nor the Eieran Family will have cause to complain, especially the Kriger Family. Both Catalyna and Marko were almost killed during this expedition thanks to him.”

Rainer ran a hand through his short hair and sighed. “I suppose that is all we can do. All right. We’ll need to head to the Imperial Royal Palace so I can inform Empress Hilda of this matter.” He paused and gazed at us—or more specifically, our cloaks. “The four of you will be coming with me.”

His words offered little in the way of room for negotiation, but it wasn’t like any of us were going to argue now. We had done what we needed to do. Rainer now knew of the situation, so we could hopefully leave this matter to him.

Rainer purloined one of the carriages located near the stables. It wasn’t an imperial carriage like Kari often rode in but a regular one with a large cart that could fit all of us inside. That said, three Mares needed to be attached because Lin simply weighed too much for one or even two Mares to pull. We sat with Lin near the front, and then me in between Kari and Fay. The three of us had Lin’s tail stretched on top of our legs. It went from the front to the back and even hung off the end a little.

“Eryk,” Fay suddenly said as the carriage slowly trudged down the street.

“Yeah?”

“What do you think is going to happen now?”

“I don’t know, but I can tell you this much.” I took a deep breath and released it as I looked at the three girls with me. “The trouble that started when Grant tried to force you two into marrying him hasn’t ended just yet.”






Chapter 10



I Want to Give Myself to You








I couldn’t stop
 the content sigh from escaping my lips as I sat within the steaming hot water of the bath. The tense muscles in my back, shoulders, legs, and chest all loosened as I sat underneath the Griffin motif carved into the surface of the wall. Water fell from the Griffin’s mouth and onto my back. That helped further loosen the muscles that had been tense ever since the expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range took a turn for the worst.

The bath was shaped like a rectangle with a half-circle in the center. This tub, made from stone and embedded into the floor, was larger than the entire bathing room in my house. It could probably fit at least twenty people comfortably.

The last time I had taken a bath here was after the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, and I hadn’t stayed in for very long, but I decided to take my time and relax now. I was exhausted both physically and mentally. Half the reason I was standing underneath this spray of water was so I wouldn’t fall asleep.

Time passed and the door suddenly opened. For just a moment, I thought it might be Garret coming to ask me if everything was okay, but I turned out to be mistaken when I saw Dante walking into the room. He had a towel wrapped around his waist. His bare chest, chiseled from decades of training and covered in a few scars, complimented his broad 
shoulders and thick arms. I looked at his legs and frowned when I noticed even more scars.

“I thought you might still be in the bath,” Dante said with a grin as he waded into the water without even giving a thought to my privacy.

I offered him a Gallic shrug. “I thought I might take advantage of this moment. I just spent over twenty days in the Demon Beast Mountain Range and haven’t had a single chance to relax.”

“So you decided to take an ultra-long bath?” Sitting on the steps, Dante leaned back and grinned. “You’ll turn into a prune that way.”

“Don’t worry. I can use the water element to prevent that from happening.”

Dante laughed at my words, then slowly settled down. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back. I watched him for a moment before sighing and stepping out from under the Griffin head waterfall. Making my way over, I sat on the steps about a meter or so from the older man.

“Since it seems you knew I was in here, I’m assuming you came in because you wanted something?” I said.

“Yeah. I wanted to relax.”

“We both know that isn’t true,” I shot back. “If you were going to relax, you’d do so in bed where you can get some shut-eye.”

“Haaah…” Dante released a gust of breath that seemed almost like a sigh. “You really are too observant for your own good. Fine. You’re right. I’m here because I’ve just received some news that I thought you might be interested in.”

“News I might be interested in, huh?” I tilted my head to look at the ceiling far above me. Steam filled my vision as I traced one of the ribs on the ceiling with my eyes. Reaching up, I began toying with my bangs. “I’m guessing that news has something to do with the Leucht Family. That’s really the only 
news I can see myself being interested in right now.”

“Sharp kid,” Dante complimented, but I didn’t respond as I waited for him to continue. He released another sigh. “Rainer told Hilda, Valence, and myself about what happened in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Before I talk about the news I have, I want to thank you for protecting my daughter. I know you didn’t do it for me or anyone whose name isn’t Kari, but I still appreciate that you got her back safe and sound, so thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said simply.

“Now, as for the news,” Dante began again. “After Rainer informed us about what happened and how the Leucht Family seems to be involved somehow, Hilda mobilized the entire Imperial Royal Guard. Valence is taking charge right now. He’s gathered a squadron of his best men and is traveling to the Leucht Family estate even as we speak.”

“Do you think they will find anything?” I asked after a moment’s pause.

“Maybe.” Standing up, Dante waded deeper into the bath and sank until he was submerged up to his shoulders. He turned around to face me. The expression on his face was surprisingly serious. “Hilda has issued an Imperial Edict, essentially giving Valence and the Imperial Royal Guard free reign to search and seize the Leucht Family’s assets. Something like this is normally impossible, but since we have an eye-witness account of Torgny Leucht working together with a man of unknown origins to attack the Astralia Royal Family, we’re making it work. It helps that we just received a message from Catherina Kriger, stating that we have her full cooperation on this matter.”

Catherina Kriger was the current head of the Kriger Family, having succeeded her grandfather, Grimm Kriger, several years back.

The Kriger Family was a warrior family. In other words, the 
family head was chosen not through hereditary practices like the eldest son or daughter succeeding their parent. The next head was chosen through martial prowess. When the current head died or stepped down, a tournament was held to determine who among them would succeed as the Head of House. Catherina Kriger had won the last tournament. She was Catalyna and Marko’s mother.

“What about the Eieran Family?” I asked. “Are they going to be a problem?”

Dante scratched his head. “We haven’t heard anything from them, but they don’t really have much to do with political matters like this and generally stay out of the affairs of others. Of course, we can’t afford to step on their toes. They might not be a family with a lot of powerful Spiritualists like the Kriger Family, but they do own nearly a third of Nevarian land. This includes land outside of the city.”

Given that my own house came from the Eieran Family, I could understand why Dante and even Empress Hilda would need to be wary of them. They didn’t involve themselves in politics. But it wasn’t like they couldn’t. Between the Three Heavenly Families, I honestly thought they were the most dangerous to have as enemies.

“Anyway, that’s the current situation,” Dante finished. “We’ll probably have some news by tomorrow morning, but I thought it would be best to let you know what’s happening right now since you have a vested interest in this matter.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, standing up and stretching my arms, wincing only slightly as my back cracked. “I’m getting out. Thanks for letting me know about what’s happening.”

“It’s not a problem.”

Dante waved me off as I stepped out of the bath and into the changing room. I saw his clothing strewn across a long bench in the center of the room and shook my head. Walking up to the clothes folded at the end of the bench, which I 
assumed were for me, I got dressed and left the chamber.

Garret was waiting for me outside. “Did you have an enjoyable bath, Master Veiger?”

“I did.” I nodded. “Sorry for making you wait on me for so long.”

“Not at all.” The old man with the handlebar mustache bowed to me.

I was soon led up to what I was going to call my bedroom from now on. It was the guest room I stayed at on the second floor whenever I was here, which Empress Hilda had decided to let me use whenever I stayed in the Imperial Royal Palace.

The room felt a little empty to me, probably because it was so large and undecorated to boot. The lack of furniture made the room seem bigger than it was. All this place had was a bed, a dresser, and a desk situated underneath a window that overlooked Nevaria. On a more pleasant note, Kari’s room was literally one floor down.

I wondered if Kari and the girls were finished with their own baths. After briefly considering visiting Kari’s room, I decided not to. Since we’d returned to Nevaria, I’d been feeling sluggish; that feeling had only increased after getting out of the bath.

Falling onto the bed, I didn’t even bother getting underneath the covers as I fell asleep. Darkness engulfed me before I began to dream. My dream was more pleasant than some of my other ones. After parting ways with Erica, Tungsten, and the Dweorgs, we reached a small town, where Kari and I rented out a room and made passionate love from dusk until dawn. It was one of the better dreams I’d had recently.

I didn’t know how long I slept for, but when a knock suddenly echoed around the room, my body jerked into a hazy state of alertness. Sitting up in bed, I glanced out the window. The stars and twin moons were out. When I’d gone to bed, it was sunset, meaning I had only gotten a few hours of sleep.

Someone knocked on the door again. It was followed by a voice. “Eryk? Are you awake?”

“Kari…” I climbed out of bed and made my way to the door, opening it and smiling at the girl on the other side. “Hey, what are you still doing awake—”

My words stopped mid-sentence when I saw what Kari was wearing. The sheer pink nightgown was made of a material I couldn’t recall by name. Lace? Nylon? It was see-through and Kari wasn’t wearing any breast bindings. My eyes didn’t obey my will as they traveled across her slender shoulders and collarbone, devoured the sight of her nearly bare breasts and soft pink nipples, then traveled further down to her flat stomach. She was wearing string underwear. It was a patch of fabric that covered her crotch and was tied together on either side of her hips with a string. I traced the magnificent outline of her womanly hips until I reached the gap between her thighs.
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I took a deep breath and then looked at Kari’s face.

“May… may I come in?” Kari asked. Her cheeks were turning pink as I continued to stare at her. She brought her hands together so she could twiddle her fingers, but the act pushed her large breasts together as well, further emphasizing her most notorious assets.

“Yes,” I said after a moment. I stepped aside and allowed her to walk past me, then shut the door. I didn’t turn around. Closing my eyes, I took several slow, deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

Only after I had calmed down did I turn.

Kari was standing in the center of the room. Her hands were no longer clasped, but she was clutching the fabric of her sheer nightgown in what I believed was embarrassment. With the soft moonlight pouring in through the window, her beautiful figure was illuminated with a halo-like effect, and the pink coloration of her cheeks was somehow enhanced.

“I’m guessing Fay and Lin are asleep?” I asked.

Nodding, Kari looked down at the floor. She was clenching and unclenching the soft carpet with her toes. Each toe was tiny and cute, beautiful like jade sculptures. While neither of us had a fetish for it, there were times in my past when I would take her toes into my mouth and suck on them. It normally happened when she and I felt kinkier than usual.

“They were exhausted after the bath and went to sleep almost immediately,” Kari said.

I tilted my head. “Are you not also tired?”

“I am,” Kari admitted. Her head was still tilted down, but her eyes flickered up to look at me before looking away. “But I… um… that is…”

It had been a long time since I’d seen Kari acting this embarrassed. When we first met, I had teased her and she’d gotten so embarrassed she ran away from me. However, the more time she and I spent together, the less embarrassed she 
acted when it came to matters of teasing and intimacy. At this point, she had no trouble displaying her affection for me even in public. We’d held hands, shared kisses, and even made out in the library once.

On that note, Ms. Nadine had caught and scolded us that time.

We never made out in the library again.

Kari was the type of girl whose embarrassment disappeared once she became accustomed to doing something. It was the exact opposite of Fay, who acted confident at first and became embarrassed more easily as time went on. The reason Kari was acting this way now was, I believe, because of the reason she’d come to visit me this late at night, wearing nothing but a sheer nightgown.

I stepped up to her. Kari was about average height for a girl of her age, while I was considered taller than average for my age. At about two heads taller than her, I wouldn’t say I towered over Kari, but we definitely couldn’t see eye to eye.

“Kari…” I placed a hand under her chin and tilted her head up. Her vibrant blue eyes glowed with an otherworldly luster as moonlight from the twin moons reflected off them. They complimented her blush nicely. “Do you want to spend the night with me?”

The pink coloration of her cheeks darkened into a reddish hue and spread to her ears, the rest of her face, and even down her neck and to the roots of her hair. Her eyes flickered away. She nodded once.

“That’s good. I want to spend this night with you too.”

I leaned down and kissed her. I didn’t force the kiss or try to make it more passionate. Like always, I kept it light at first, offering her a chance to push me away should she choose, but she didn’t. Barely a second passed after I initiated contact before she brought her arms around my neck and began kissing me back.

She pushed her tongue into my mouth and swirled it around, stirring up saliva and generating heat as our tongues entwined together. Soft noises escaped her lips, muffled by my mouth. As our kiss continued, she pushed her chest into mine, her nipples rubbing against my skin through the fabric of her nightgown.

Our kiss soon heated up. Kari’s arms tightened around me. One of her hands suddenly reached for my head, delicate fingers threading through my hair as she pulled me down as if to somehow make our kiss more forceful. I kept my arms wrapped tightly around her waist, pinning her body to mine. I didn’t doubt she felt the sign of my arousal. It was wedged firmly between her thighs.

“Eryk…” Kari mumbled as we parted for breath, her voice a soft moan. A string of saliva remained to attach us, but it broke after a few moments.

“Come on,” I said as I released Kari and guided her to the bed.

I reinitiated our kiss after sitting her down. Kari released a soft, delicate moan into my mouth as I pushed her onto the bed. This time, I was the one who pushed my tongue into her mouth, sharing with her the sweet nectar our tongues had created. She didn’t mind. Her thighs squirmed as I leaned over and kissed her silly. And while we engaged in passionate oral foreplay, I slipped my right hand underneath her nightgown, traced my fingers up her stomach, which twitched and shuddered, then cupped her left breast.

My fingers sank into the softness of her breast, more pliant than any pillow. Kari’s breathing picked up the moment my hand landed on her. Her breath hitched when I began kneading her breast with my hand. I felt like a baker kneading soft dough. The elasticity of her chest was something I always marveled at.

Kari’s breasts had always been sensitive. I didn’t know if it 
had something to do with their size or if there was another reason, but I could make her orgasm simply from playing with her chest. Her nipples were particularly erogenous. That was how it had been in my previous life, and as I moved my index finger in a circle around her nipple, I could tell that it was the exact same in this life as well.

“E-Eryk!” Kari gasped when my mouth left hers. “That feels… it feels so… ahn!”

Her words came out in incomplete stutters as I trailed kisses down her jaw and then her neck. Kari had several areas around her neck, like the junction between her neck and shoulders, that were sensitive. I found those areas and began licking, nibbling, and sucking on them. Sometimes I left shiny red marks and other times I kept going until her skin had bruised. I listened to the sound of her cries and moans, deciding what I should do based on which sounds she made.

“Hyk! Eryk! That—hnn! Ah! Ahn! Hyrk!”

I trailed my tongue down her collarbone, kissed her shoulders, then finally removed her nightgown.

This particular nightgown was held to her body by a simple pair of strings. I slid the strings off her shoulders and arms. Kari wasn’t much help in this regard as her mind seemed to be elsewhere. Her eyes were glazed over, cheeks flushed, chest heaving as she tried to regain her breath. The way her breasts jiggled with every inhale and exhale was more enticing than the finest full course meal.

I couldn’t fully remove her nightgown because she was lying down, but I at least uncovered her breasts. The two large hills sitting proudly on her chest were fully revealed. I could not help but admire both their size and softness. They were capped with light pink nipples that had currently become stiff from a combination of the chilly night air and me playing with them.

There comes a point in time where the will of every man 
breaks. Certain things just can’t be resisted. To me, seeing Kari partially naked and lying before me, her breasts exposed and jostling as she tried to recover her breathing, was my breaking point.

Leaning down, I took Kari’s right nipple into my mouth and swirled my tongue around it, enjoying the mild flavor of her skin and the feeling of her hardened nipple against my tongue. As for Kari…

“OOHHH!!!”

Her body jerked as though she’d been jolted by a Spiritual Lightning Technique. Her hands went to the back of my head and pulled me further into her tit. I didn’t resist. I continued to work her nipple over, coating it in saliva, lightly scraping it with my teeth, and tugging on it when I gently bit down. The way her breast bounced as I continued enticed me to keep going, and the lyrical cries she released only further eroded whatever self-restraint I possessed.

As I switched from her right breast to her left, I slid my hand over her stomach, swerved around to her hip, and found the small knot tying her underwear together. I undid the knot, then pushed the underwear aside and cupped her mound. It was already wet. Juices were leaking from her lips and onto my hand as I began rubbing her outer lips. Her hips bucked a little and the volume of her cries increased.

Just like the last time I had felt them, Kari’s lips were smooth, free of hair, and quite small. Her lips were just a thin slit that my finger sank into as I rubbed it. I didn’t know if this was how other women’s privates were. I had never slept with another woman before. In either event, Kari’s nether region was an irresistible oasis that I could never get enough of, and as I continued to rub my hand over it, my inability to resist showed when I pushed a finger past her lips and slipped it inside of her.

“Hrrrnnn! Hrn! Ha! Ahn!”

Kari was tighter than I remembered. I once heard some men talking in the library about how women became looser the more they had sex, but Kari and I had sex a lot in my previous life, and it never felt like her body had loosened. I believed those men were just braggarts who lied about their sexual encounters. I think it had just been so long since we had been intimate that I’d forgotten how she felt.

I continued to rub my finger along her slit, listening to her moans as I kissed her chest, lavishing attention not only on her nipples but every centimeter I could get my mouth on. As her lips became puffy and aroused, I slid my finger up to my third knuckle, curled it, and pulled back, rubbing it along the inside of her canal. Kari’s hips bucked when I brushed my finger against an area that felt stiffer than the rest.

“Ahh! Haaa! Eryk! That spot! D-don’t touch—ahn! It’s sensitive!”

“So you like it when I rub you here?”

“I—that’s not! Ahhh! Oh! Right there! It feels like—haaah! Haaa! It feels like I’m going to lose my mind… when you do thaaaaaat!”

I pushed my finger inside of her up to my knuckles once more, pulled back, and then pumped it back in again. Her body jerked and twitched like she was having muscle spasms. Her lips peeled back as she stuck out her tongue, eyes going crossed and toes curling as they scraped against the sheets.

I had always enjoyed foreplay. There was something about building Kari up, increasing the sexual tension, that turned me on.

Kari’s breathing had grown completely ragged by this point. Even her moaning had become weak as her body jerked and shook as I continued my two-pronged attack. Her hands were still buried in my hair, but they seemed to have gone slack. That said, as I slowly inserted a second finger and began rubbing both along a small and somewhat rigid area inside of 
her, she suddenly raised her hips and began humping my hand. I think it was an unconscious gesture. She didn’t even seem to be aware of what she was doing.

“Haaah…! Ahn…! Hrrrnnnn…”

I didn’t need to be a genius to know that Kari was close to cumming. Her body was shaking, her breathing was stilted and gasping, and her juices were flowing onto my hand and dripping down her butt crack. Reaching out with my thumb, I found the small hood that hid her clitoris. I worked her small nub out from the hood and began stimulating it.

“Ahn! Ah! Ah! Hrn! Ooooh!”

The extra stimulation caused Kari to begin screaming again. I couldn’t see her face, even when I looked up. She’d thrown her head back against the pillow, back arched, feet pressed firmly against the mattress as her toes twitched and spasmed. Her hands weren’t even on my head anymore. They were clutching the blankets in a vice grip. While I couldn’t see her expression, I could imagine how her eyes had widened, how her mouth was hanging open, and how drool was leaking from between her lips.

Kari’s clit began pulsating. Her legs suddenly lifted more, thrusting her hips higher into the air as she released a loud scream. A flood of her juices suddenly covered my hand as her insides clamped onto my fingers and convulsed. Her body shook, twitched once, twice, then she slumped onto the bed like all the energy had gone right out of her.

I removed my fingers from inside of her and brought them to my face, wondering what I should do for a moment. I honestly wanted to taste her again. However, this was her first time, and I didn’t think she’d appreciate it if she could taste herself on my lips when I kissed her. After staring for a moment, I grimaced and reluctantly wiped my hands on the bed.

Such a waste.

Standing up, I removed my clothes, taking off my shirt and pulling down my pants. The underwear I was wearing was not the simple loincloth most commoners wore. It was a codpiece made from the silk of a Giant Silkworm. I removed that as well. Then I climbed onto the bed and lay on my side as I stroked Kari’s cheek.

Kari was not all there at the moment. Her eyes were glazed over and drool leaked from her mouth. There was a somewhat dopey smile on her face, though, so I could only assume she had enjoyed our activities so far. Her expression was a little too hard for me to resist. I leaned down and placed a soft peck on her lips, and then another and another until she came back to her senses.

“Eryk?” Kari blinked several times.

“I’m here. How do you feel?” I asked.

“I feel goooood…” I almost snorted at the way she drew out that last word like she was sighing in content. She blinked several times and looked at me with a curious frown.

“What’s wrong?”

“Um… it’s just… what you did. It felt really good.” Her cheeks became heated as she clenched and rubbed her thighs together.

“I’m glad you liked it,” I said.

“Yeah. But, um… I haven’t, you know, made you feel good too, so…”

Ah.

Realizing what she was getting at, I shook my head and smiled. “We can worry about you returning the favor later. Tonight, I want this to be all about you. Speaking of, are you really sure about this? You can still back out.”

Kari’s immediate response was to shake her head. “I decided the moment you and Fay ran off to act as decoys that if we returned to Nevaria alive, I would give myself to you.” Perhaps it was on account of what just happened, but her 
embarrassment seemed to diminish as she spoke. “I love you, Eryk. The truth is, I’ve loved you since before the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but I was afraid of committing to you because of everything that was happening at the time.”

“What changed?” I asked.

“Nothing. Everything.” Kari shrugged. “I guess I just realized how dangerous this world really is. Either one of us could die without warning.” She reached out and cupped my face. I placed my hand over hers, turning my head a little so I could kiss the tips of her fingers. “I don’t want to live my life with regret, and I know that if something happened to either of us, I would regret not giving myself to you now for the rest of my life.”

To live a life without regrets. That was what Kari was saying. Part of me felt like it wasn’t the right reason to give herself to me, but I also understood that it was only one reason of many. It wasn't just that she didn’t want to live without regrets.

After the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, I was essentially courting Kari—becoming romantically involved with her but not engaged. However, nobles did not date. Courting was always done with the assumption that it would end in marriage. Kari giving herself to me now was her way of stating her intention and desire to marry me.

“I feel the same way,” I told her. “I’ve wanted to give myself to you for a long time now, but I’ve held myself back because I didn’t know if it was the right time. I didn’t want to drive you away by being pushy.”

“I know,” Kari said with a tender, loving smile. “You don’t have to worry about that anymore. You can be as pushy as you want.” She paused. My breath caught in my throat as the moonlight played off her golden hair, her flushed and sweaty skin, and enhanced the brightness of her smile. “Eryk, please make love to me.”

“I will.”

I crawled on the bed until I was sitting on my heels between Kari’s legs. We didn’t bother taking off her nightgown, though I did grab her soaked undergarment and toss it off the bed. Grabbing her hips, I pulled her forward, then hooked my arms underneath her thighs before positioning myself at her entrance.

Her aroused lips were puffy and glistening. I took my shaft in hand but didn’t insert myself inside of her yet, instead choosing to rub my hardened length over her lips and coat them in her juices. I hoped the extra lubrication would make our first time less painful on Kari.

“P-please don’t tease me anymore,” Kari muttered with hitched breath.

“Sorry.” I smiled at her. “That wasn’t my intention.”

“Whatever. I know you like teasing me.”

“I won’t deny that, but that still wasn’t my intent.” I placed the tip against her sodden entrance and gave her a serious look. “Are you ready?”

“Y-yes,” she stuttered.

“Okay. I’m putting it in.”

“Mm.”

I took a deep breath and slowly moved my hips forward, biting my lip as the mushroom-shaped head disappeared inside of Kari. The warmth of her vagina was already stimulating me beyond what I could imagine, and it was just my head! Ugh. It had
 been a long time since I had sex if this was enough to make me want to cum. Keeping my teeth grit behind my lips, I struggled to control both my impulse to cum and piston myself into her.

“Hgrn!”

As I continued pushing forward, Kari released a groan of complaint. She was gripping the bedsheets and her face had scrunched up. It wasn’t in pleasure either. I had never had sex 
with a virgin before, but Ms. Nadine had taught me basic sex education, so I understood this part would hurt.

“Kari…”

“Just keep going. Please. I can take it.”

“I’m aware of that, but…” Shaking my head, I thought for a moment before leaning over. I was careful not to move my hips as I leaned down until I was face to face with Kari. “Hey, Kari?”

“Yes?”

As I stared into her blue eyes, I reached out and stroked her cheek. “I love you. You know that, right?”

“I do.” A little moisture gathered in Kari’s eyes as she smiled at me. “I love you, too.”

I kept up my smile as I leaned further down and retracted my hips just a little. With my mouth now near her ear, my shoulder was right next to her mouth.

“Feel free to bite down,” I told her.

“Okay.”

I placed her mouth against my shoulder, and once I felt she was ready, I thrust my hips forward, breaking through her hymen in a single go. My thoughts were that it would be better to just get it over with than try and push through. While I didn’t know if this was the best way to break a hymen—I’d never done so before—it was all I could think of to make her first time less painful.

Kari screamed before she clamped her teeth onto my shoulder. I flinched as she broke the skin and drew blood, but what I felt was nothing compared to her. As I settled inside of her, I sent some of my Spiritual Power into her through our connected hips, soothing her pain with the water element. Of course, I couldn’t heal her because doing so would just mean I’d have to break her hymen again, but I tried to lessen the pain.

It took a few minutes, but her mouth soon released me.

“I’m sorry,” Kari muttered.

“You have nothing to apologize for.” I channeled the water element to heal the wound and leaned back up so I could gaze into her eyes again. “How do you feel?”

“A lot better.” She shifted a little, pushing her hips against me as she smiled. “You can move now.”

“Kay.”

I sought out her hands and laced my fingers through hers before I began rocking my hips. While my movements started slow, it didn’t take long before a steady slapping rhythm echoed around us.

Like always, I paid attention to Kari’s face and the sounds she made. Her breathing came out in light pants and moans. Her cheeks were pink. I could tell she wasn’t as aroused now as she had been during foreplay, so I decided not to hold back. After retracting my hips until just my head was still inside of her, I pushed forward with a swift thrust until it felt like I had knocked on the entrance to her womb.

“Aaah!!”

Kari’s back arced against the bed as I set a heavier pace and used stronger thrusts. The way her insides rubbed against me as I retracted and thrust my hips was heavenly. Her breasts bounced up and down as I alternated my pace and the intensity of my movements. I didn’t use a set rhythm. I relied on Kari’s voice and facial expressions to guide my actions.

Kari was tighter in this life than my previous one. I didn’t think it had anything to do with her being a virgin. The idea that a virgin was tighter than a non-virgin was just superstition to the best of my admittedly limited knowledge. In my previous life, Kari had never taken alchemy pills to strengthen her body. Alchemy pills were something I began using much later in life, after she had died and my quest for revenge began. While I wasn’t sure about the effects these pills had on women, the vagina was a muscle, so it would obviously be strengthened 
alongside everything else.

Of course, these were just inane thoughts that occurred to me because I was struggling not to cum. I didn’t want to be the only one who orgasmed.

As I continued pounding into her with strong thrusts, her chest began glowing. I looked down. There, glowing with a bright golden light on her chest, was a series of symbols I felt like I should recognize but didn’t. They looked like runes, though how they were arranged seemed odd. I thought I recognized Gebo, Fehu,
 and Uruz
, but I honestly had other things on my mind than runes right now.

There was no way I could focus on the runes when I was making love to the woman of my dreams.

These were no more than passing thoughts that flitted through my mind as I tried to ignore the fact that I really wanted to cum. My balls felt like they were turning blue as they slapped against Kari’s ass. Her euphoric moans and my grunts drowned out the lewd sounds of my throbbing length churning her insides. The scent of sweat and sex hung heavily in the air. Staring at her face as she clenched her eyes shut and cried out with drool leaking down her lips made me that much harder.

“Eryk! Eryk!” Kari cracked her eyes open and gave me an imploring stare that would have shattered my resistance even if it had not been broken already. “Kiss… kiss me! Haah! Haah! Now! Ahn!”

Her wish became my command. I leaned down and exchanged a wet, sloppy kiss as we continued copulating. Our tongues dueled as we drank the nectar offered by each other. I was sure our drool was staining the bed. Even when we ran out of oxygen, we just breathed through our nose, which produced loud, nasally gasps. Our hands were still locked together, fingers laced.

I was forced to pull back when my lower stomach clenched.

“Kari! I—”

“Inside! Cum! Inside!” Kari commanded as she shook one of her hands out of mine, grabbed the back of my head, and pulled me back into a sloppy exchange.

There was no way I could resist such a command. As our lips and tongues became entangled like ravenous snakes, my balls tightened for a short instant before a euphoric feeling washed over me. I groaned into her mouth as I shot my cum inside of her and ground my hips against hers. I think my actions also helped Kari achieve a climax because her insides became so tight I couldn’t move even with the increased lubrication flowing around me.

The moment soon ended, and I leaned back up. Kari’s eyes were closed for a moment, but then she opened them, and while her gaze was slightly cloudy, her smile was dazzling like the sun.

“Eryk?”

“Yes?”

“I’m really tired.”

I wasn’t sure what she had been going to say, but that was not what I had expected. Despite this—no, because
 of how random her words seemed to me—I smiled and pecked her lips.

“Then let’s go to sleep.”

“Mm.”

By this point in time, the runes glowing on her chest had faded. I pulled out of her with a wet plop, then rolled over until I was lying on my back. Kari immediately cuddled up to me. As she snuggled into my torso and used my shoulder as a pillow, her breathing quickly evened out as exhaustion claimed her.

I didn’t blame her for falling asleep near instantly. We had journeyed into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, skirted the edge of death, and returned home after being mentally and physically drained. I was honestly shocked she had come to me 
tonight.

As thought after thought popped into my head, my eyes slowly grew dim, then they shut entirely as the sound of Kari’s soft, gentle breathing pulled me into a deep sleep.






Chapter 11



Disappearance of the Leucht Family








It took
 twenty-four days to travel from the northwestern peninsula to Vesperia—the city in which the Explorers Guild was located. After emerging from the jungle that made up a good portion of the peninsula, Kari and Eryk headed for the nearest town and found a caravan willing to let them travel with them in exchange for their services.


During their time traveling with the caravan, they learned about what had been happening on the continent while they had been in Niðavellir. The war with the Sekbeists was still going strong. It appeared Warp Gates were being opened inside of ruins all across the continent. Several towns and villages had been destroyed, though none of the larger cities were occupied as Vahn had been. On that note, it seemed the Paladin Sect and Battling Valkyries had managed to secure that city during their absence, and it was now one of their side’s most fortified strongholds.

Three months had passed since their battle in Vahn.

The amount of time that had passed was shocking. Kari never could have imagined that one-third of a year would have gone by while they were stuck in that other realm. While her sense of time was skewed in that other realm thanks to the constant blood-red sky, it didn’t feel like three months had passed. In fact, if she went by the number of times she and Eryk had slept, then only thirty-three days should have passed during their stay in Niðavellir. That was just a few days over half a month.

“I think time passes more slowly in Niðavellir,” Kari theorized as she sat with Eryk in one of the carts belonging to the caravan they were traveling with.

“That’s as good a theory as any,” Eryk sighed, leaned back, and crossed his arms. “But… how would that work?”

“Well, it’s a different realm, isn’t it?” Kari said with an excited smile. “It only makes sense that time in a different realm would be different.” She tilted her head and cupped her chin. “That said, I am curious to know what sort of mechanics there are regarding time between realms. How does it all work? Why does time in Niðavellir pass more slowly than time here? The days we spent over there didn’t feel any slower or faster, but surely there is an explanation for why so much time has passed in this realm when so little time passed in the other one.”

“I suppose we could ask one of the Dweorgs when we see them again,” he said.

“Yes.” Resolutely nodding, Kari decided that would be the first thing she did after meeting with the Dweorgs again. “That’s exactly what we will do.”

Since the area surrounding Midgard was made up of mostly plains, there were a lot of roads that crossed and intersected while leading to different cities, villages, and towns. The one this caravan was traveling on was wider than most. It was a well-used road. Vesperia was a large city similar to Vahn in size, and it was located at a major cross-section between Midgard and a few dozen smaller towns, meaning many people passed through it. Currently, the road we were on would lead to Capistrana, a smaller city that was a few days travel by caravan from Vesperia.

“Think our sect mates are worried sick about us?” Eryk asked.

“I’m sure Felicia is worried sick, though I doubt Markus is.” Kari giggled a little. “In fact, he’s probably glad that you’re not around.”

“Ugh…”

When Eryk’s shoulders slumped, Kari couldn’t stop herself from snickering. Markus and Felicia were two sect mates with whom their 
relationship was very hot and cold. They got along with Felicia quite well—a little too well, if you asked Kari. The woman had once asked them if she could share their bed. It was quite audacious of her. Eryk had turned her down, of course, which Kari was grateful for, but the woman was persistent and kept asking. Fortunately, she kept from doing anything too dastardly like trying to sneak into bed with them. Her fraternal twin brother didn’t appreciate how Eryk had refused to acknowledge his sister’s feelings.

“Give me a break. None of that is my fault,” Eryk complained.

“Not interested in letting Felicia share our bed?” Kari asked.

“Would you like her sharing our bed?”

“Of course not. You’re mine and mine alone.”

Kari had never once considered sharing Eryk with anyone. Perhaps if her former best friend were still alive… but she had died even before the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria. There wasn’t another person in the entire world with whom Kari would have considered sharing her man.

“I feel the same way.” Eryk grimaced. “She’s a nice woman, but honestly, some of her hobbies disturb me.”

Kari’s smile became a little fixed. “Yeah… I don’t blame you.”

By hobbies, Eryk meant her collection of erotic male-on-male fiction. Felicia was one of those women who seemed to adore reading erotic stories about gay couples. As a reader herself, Kari believed it was wrong to ever judge someone for their preference in fiction. Everyone deserved to like what they liked without having others judge them. However, Felicia not only read fiction about men having sex with other men, she also wrote it as a pastime.

One of her stories, which she and Eryk had accidentally read when she left it on a table in the library, had been about Eryk.

Eryk. And her brother.

Shudder.

Setting aside Felicia and Markus, Kari was sure Danivan, Axel, and the others would be worried about them. She and Eryk had grown close to all of them. They had even been introduced to everyone’s 
families since they all lived in Vesperia and had spent many nights with them, eating dinner and chatting into the early hours of the morning.

As their topic of conversation changed from what their sect mates must have thought about their disappearance to what they would do after getting home, a woman riding a Strut came up to their carriage. Her middle-aged appearance was emphasized by the slight wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. She didn’t have any gray in her brown hair, though. The basic brown pants and vest over a white silk shirt marked her as a standard merchant. Her outfit had no real adornments outside of a small pin on her chest, which represented her association with the Merchant’s Guild.

“Hey, you two! I forgot to ask when you said you wanted passage, but where are you heading?”

“We’re going to Vesperia,” Eryk answered for the two of them.

“Vesperia?” The woman’s face paled as the blood was drained from it. She looked shaken, and that made Kari’s stomach clench.

“Is something wrong?” asked Kari.

“Wrong? Have you been living in a cave?” the woman asked. What she said next shook Kari to her core. “Vesparia was destroyed by the Sekbeists about a month ago. It’s nothing but ruins now.”
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I woke to the sight of golden threads like silk filling my vision. For a moment, I wondered why. There weren’t any decorations with gold threads in my hair, far as I knew, and in fact, I didn’t think I had any decorations in this room period. It wasn’t until I looked down and found Kari snuggling against me that I remembered what happened last night.

That’s right.

Kari and I had made love.

A sigh escaped my lips as I closed my eyes and settled back down, allowing myself to be comforted by the lulling warmth 
of Kari’s body. This was the first time she and I had sex in this new life. Perhaps it was because of how long it had been—I’d not had sex for a couple of decades at least— but I’d completely forgotten about just how good it could feel.

It was more than just the sex, though. Sleeping with Kari like this, cuddling underneath the blankets after sharing a night of passion, ranked up there on my list of favorite past times. Back in my previous life, snuggling together after a night of working had been something she and I did on the regular.

These senseless thoughts filled my mind when someone knocked on the door. I groaned. However, in the interest of letting Kari sleep some more, I replaced my body with a pillow and snuck out of bed to answer it. In my haste, I almost forgot to put on my clothes. After slipping on my pants, I opened the door.

“I see you had a good night,” Rainer said with a smile.

I froze upon being confronted by Kari’s second father. “Um… yeah…”

Cold sweat poured down my forehead as Rainer investigated the room—and more specifically, the bed. There was no way he could miss Kari sleeping there. What should I do? What should I say? My mind fell into a nervous breakdown as I wondered whether it would be safer to stay and confront this man or run away before he could try to skewer me. I was pretty strong. I mean, you know, I could kill A-Rank Demon Beasts and stuff, but the fury of a father was not to be underestimated.

Damn it! I never had to deal with this in my previous life, so I had no idea what to do now!

“Relax,” Rainer said in a soothing voice that didn’t soothe me at all. I felt like it was the calm before the storm. “I’m not going to do anything to you.”

“You aren’t?” I blinked. “Really?”

“Eryk.” Giving me a look as he placed his hands on his hips, 
Rainer asked, “Do I look like the kind of man who would happily murder his daughter’s boyfriend because they had sex last night?”

“Uh… no,” I admitted. “If anything, Valence seems the type to commit murder.”

Rainer snorted. “Don’t let him catch you saying that. Anyway, I’m assuming your night together was consensual?”

“… Yes.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about.” Rainer smiled at me as he placed a hand on my shoulder. It was warm and comforting, like a father giving his son a reassuring pat. I tried not to shudder. “So long as Kari consented to it, I do not have a problem with the two of you sleeping together. You’ve made Kari happier than I’ve ever seen her. To be perfectly honest, I’m glad she gave herself to someone who makes her this happy.” His smile became a little strained. “Had you not come along, we might have been forced to let Kari marry into the Leucht Family. I much prefer you over them.”

“I suppose… I can see where you are coming from,” I said at length.

“Right. So there’s no problem,” Rainer repeated. “In either event, I came to get you because I’d like you and Kari to wake up and refresh yourselves. Lady Hilda wants to see you all for brunch. She has news on the Leucht Family.”

Now that I knew Rainer wasn’t going to try and skewer me like an overprotective father, I calmed down. Nodding, I said, “I understand. Give me just a moment to wake up Kari. We’ll head down together.”

“Good. Lin and Fay are already with Lady Hilda, so don’t keep them waiting.”

As Rainer left, I closed the door and breathed a sigh of relief. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt an odd sense of tension drain from my body, like I’d been high-strung the whole time Rainer and I spoke. It must have been because Kari and I had 
sex last night. No, rather, it was those stories some of my sect mates in Brave Vesparia would tell me about how they had to deal with angry parents after taking their spouse’s first time.

Shaking those thoughts off, I went back over to the bed and sat on the edge, admiring Kari as she lay on her side. She was hugging the pillow I had replaced myself with, but it didn’t seem to suit her taste. The frown on her face all but said she was dissatisfied with something. I know it was weird to feel proud of something like this, but I prided myself on making a damn fine pillow.

“Kari.” I placed my hand on her shoulder and shook her. “Kari, it’s time to get up. Rainer came by and said your mother wants to see us.”

Grumbling under her breath, Kari released her grip on the pillow and opened her eyes. She glanced around for a moment before locking eyes with me. It seemed to take her a couple of seconds before she realized why I wasn’t sleeping with her. Rolling over to her other side, she graced me with a sleepy smile.

“Morning, Eryk.”

“Good morning.”

Unable to resist that sleepy face, I leaned down and kissed her. I was happy when she returned it. Ever since coming back to the past, one of the things I wanted to do the most was act like an “overly affectionate and love-struck idiot” with Kari, which was what some of my sect mates often called me. Personally, I thought hugging, cuddling, and kissing the person you loved was perfectly natural. People who thought that was weird were the weird ones.

“Rainer came by and said Empress Hilda wants to see us for brunch,” I said after leaning back.

“Brunch?” Kari questioned me as she sat up. The covers fell from her body, revealing several marks on her neck and also her bare breasts. Love bites. We hadn’t fully removed her 
nightgown last night either, so that was still on, though it was bunched around her waist.

“It looks like it’s early afternoon.” I gestured to the window. “We slept in later than usual.”

Kari glanced out the window to see the bright sun shining through it. There were a few clouds in the sky. Judging from the position of the sun, I could say that it wasn’t quite noon, but it definitely wasn’t morning anymore.

“I guess we were really tired… after what we did last night,” Kari replied carefully. Her cheeks were glowing. I suppose even Kari, who had reached a point where she could kiss me in public without concern, would get embarrassed after mentioning how she and I had sex for the first time.

Chuckling, I asked, “How do you feel?”

Kari took a moment, tilting her head as she shifted underneath the covers. “I feel… sore. And disoriented.”

“After what we did last night, I’m not surprised.”

“Last night…” Glancing down at the bed, Kari grabbed the blanket tightly. “Last night was… really amazing.”

“It was amazing for me too,” I admitted.

Kari nodded even as her cheeks darkened. “It felt… really good too. Really
 good.”

“What are you getting so embarrassed for?” I asked, though I didn’t give her a chance to respond before leaning down and kissing her again. I stood before she could recover and, keenly aware of her eyes on me, grabbed our clothes, set hers on the bed, and began getting dressed. “Come on. We’ll need to get dressed if we want to meet with your mother.”

I threw on my white shirt and buttoned it up, slid my socks on, and cinched up my belt, all under Kari’s watchful eye. She was frowning at me. However, after a moment, she sighed and stood up.

“I feel a little silly for being the only one who is embarrassed about what we did last night,” she mumbled.

“I’ve been waiting for last night to happen since I fell in love with you,” I informed her. “I guess you could say I’ve been prepared for this day, so I have no reason to be embarrassed.”

“Is that how it is?” Kari asked as she picked up her still very wet panties, blushed bright red, and dropped them on the bed.

“That’s exactly how it is,” I replied with a grin.

I got dressed quickly, but Kari took longer. The reason was that she didn’t have a change of clothes. She’d come to my room last night in nothing but a sheer nightgown, so I had to offer her the few spare clothes I had brought with me for… well, occasions like this. I hadn’t been lying when I said I had been waiting for this moment, though I would be lying if I said I had planned it just like this.

My original plan involved me coming into her bedroom. It hadn’t involved her propositioning me first.

“By the way, are you feeling all right?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. I’m just distracted a little. I guess I’m still feeling a little overwhelmed, but also...”

“Also?”

“Well, it’s nothing major really. I just had a very strange dream last night.”

“What about?”

“It was about… you know? I don’t quite remember.” Kari furrowed her brow. “It all seemed so clear when I woke up this morning, but now it’s fading and I can barely recall what it was about. I think it involved you, though.”

“Hmmm. Maybe you dreamt about what we did last night?”

“M-maybe.”

I thought it was cute to see Kari blush like that. She’d always been the one making me blush in our previous timeline. It was somehow nice to see the shoe on the other foot.

We walked down to the first floor and went our separate 
ways. The bathing room I used was on the first floor of the west wing and the one she used was in her room, also on the first floor, in the east wing.

The Imperial Royal Palace was divided into three wings: East, West, and South. I didn’t visit the south wing very often since that was primarily the servant’s quarters. The Imperial Royal Guard charged with protecting Empress Hilda and the rest of this mansion lived there along with several scullery maids, butlers, and maidservants.

After taking a quick bath and getting dressed, I was led up to the third floor and directed toward the east wing by a young butler.

Rainer hadn’t been lying when he said that Lin and Fay were already waiting for us. The two women were next to Empress Hilda inside of an informal dining room, sitting around an expensive glass table with several chairs as they ate scones and pastries, and sipped tea. On a side note, Lin was the only one not eating the pastries. She had a large plate full of roasted meat. The scent of garlic wafted from her plate and made my stomach clench.

I couldn’t deal with such a robust scent first thing in the morning.

Fay looked like a nervous wreck. She had never eaten with Empress Hilda without Kari and me present, so I was sure she felt like panicking without us there. On the other hand, Lin didn’t even seem to care, but when I took her haughty personality into account, I figured she just wasn’t the type to be bothered by royalty.

“Eryk.” Empress Hilda smiled at me as I arrived. “I am glad to see you have decided to join us. Won’t you please sit down and have brunch with us?”

When the empress asked, “Won’t you please sit down and have brunch with us?” it wasn’t actually a suggestion or a request. It was an order.

The maidservant currently attending to Empress Hilda, Fay, and Lin pulled a chair out for me. I sat down and greeted everyone. “Good morning, Lady Hilda. Fay. Lin. I’m glad to see you two slept well. How are you both feeling?”

Fay relaxed almost immediately after I sat down, her shoulders visibly slumping as if she had been hardened clay that suddenly turned soft. “I feel much better now that I’ve had the chance to sleep in a real bed.”

“This princess seconds that.” Lin raised her hand as she jabbed a piece of steak with her fork. “You never realize how luxurious you have it until you’re forced to sleep on the ground. It reminds this princess of when she had been injured and forced into the form of a snake. She had to sleep on the ground back then too, and it wasn’t pleasant.”

“I definitely understand why you’d feel that way,” I said as I reached out and grabbed a pastry. It had strawberry filling.

“Though this princess did enjoy sleeping in the futon with everyone,” Lin admitted after swallowing a large bite of steak. “She wouldn’t mind doing that again—provided we don’t run into the same trouble and end up losing our futon like we did this time.”

“Speaking of the trouble you four encountered in the Demon Beast Mountain Range,” Empress Hilda suddenly interrupted our conversation. “I was hoping you could give me a recounting of what happened. I have already heard the tale from both Lin and Fay, but I would also like to know your thoughts on the matter.”

I acquiesced to her demand easily enough. She should already know everything that happened thanks to Rainer, who informed her about the matter last night, but I guessed she just wanted to know how we felt about the issue. It was good to have multiple perspectives.

As I informed her about what happened and answered all the questions she had, Kari entered the room wearing a long 
white dress that trailed down to just above her bare feet. She took her seat next to me—on my right since Fay was sitting on my left—just as I finished informing Empress Hilda about our expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. As the empress leaned back and furrowed her brow pensively, I placed a couple of scones on my and Kari’s plates.

Kari thanked me with a smile.

“Everything matches what I’ve been told by everyone else,” Empress Hilda finally said as Kari and I slowly dined on our brunch. “You four have faced a very harrowing experience. I am pleased to see that all of you managed to make it back safely, and you”—she gazed at me with a sudden gleam—“to think that you were strong enough to defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast like the Giant Rock Golem on your own. You have greatly impressed me.”

“I’m grateful to hear that, Lady Hilda.” I couldn’t bow while sitting, so I gave her a polite nod.

“Oh, please. There is no longer any need to be so formal around me.” Empress Hilda smiled as she waved a dismissive hand through the air. There was a gleam in her eyes that I didn’t like. “You and my daughter have finally copulated. Given that, it is only right that you call me ‘Mom’ from now on.”

“M-Mother!” Kari shouted, red-faced and embarrassed. I guessed there were some matters that women got embarrassed over no matter what, and having your mom ask the boy you were romantically involved with to call her “Mom” because you two had sex was probably just one of those things.

I tried not to let it bother me, but not only was Empress Hilda giving me a pleasant smile like she was expecting me to call her that from now on, both Fay and Lin were staring intently at me. Lin was licking her lips with her extra-long tongue. Meanwhile, Fay’s face was almost as red as her hair as she stared in my direction with an oddly seductive pout.

“Er… well…” I suddenly felt nervous as I found four women staring at me. Kari was blushing, Fay was pouting, Lin looked like she wanted to ravish me, and Empress Hilda still wore that pleasant but predatory smile. “I guess… that’s fine… uh… Mom?”

The word felt strange on my tongue. I never had a mother or a father, so it was a word I hadn’t used in my entire life. Not in my past life. Not in this life. So the idea that I suddenly had a mother—well, a mother-in-law—was somewhat unfathomable to me.

“That sounded terribly forced,” Empress Hilda announced with a frown.

“S-sorry.”

“Relax. I am just teasing you.”

“Huh?”

As I released that incredibly intelligent and eloquent sound from my mouth, Empress Hilda, Fay, Lin, and even Kari began giggling at me. I wanted to hide in my shirt. Since my shirt wasn’t big enough, I went for the next best option.

I changed the subject.

“Rainer said you wanted to talk to us about the Leucht Family,” I prodded.

“Indeed.” Settling down, Empress Hilda took a cup to her lips and sipped her tea, buying herself some time before she informed me of her findings. She set the cup back on the fine tableware and glanced at all three of us. “As you know, I mobilized the Imperial Royal Guard under the command of Valence the other day to confront the Leucht Family. Thanks to us having the full cooperation of the Kriger Family, we were able to storm the Leucht Family estate unimpeded.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, nobody was there.”

It felt like my brain had fried via a Spiritual Fire Technique the moment I heard those words. For a second, I was sure I’d heard wrong, but I knew that couldn’t be possible. After taking 
a large bite out of my scone and using the subsequent time to run through several theories, I came to one conclusion.

“You think they were tipped off and escaped before your forces arrived?”

“Not think. I know
 they were tipped off.” Empress Hilda’s voice might have been mild, but there was an undercurrent of anger within it. Her voice was like a simmering pot getting ready to boil over. “While I do not know who informed them of our plan, we found evidence that the entire Leucht Family evacuated several hours before the Imperial Royal Guards arrived. Aside from several files having been left because they were in a hurry, we also discovered a secret passage they left open.”

“Did the Imperial Royal Guards go down the passage and follow them?” asked Fay, entranced by the story. She was leaning forward, not even bothering to eat anymore, unlike Lin, who seemed to be shoving steak in her mouth even as she listened to the empress.

“They did, but they did not find anything.” Empress Hilda pinched the bridge of her nose. “The passageway leads into the sewers. There is a very large sewer system located several meters beneath Nevaria, which is how we are able to keep the city so clean. The sewers are basically like a maze, with numerous twisting passageways and several different levels. Given how many hours must have passed since the Leucht Family disappeared, it was only expected that our forces wouldn’t be able to find anything. We cannot even be sure they are still in the sewers.”

Our table grew silent as everyone contemplated this new information. The Leucht Family was gone. I could only take a guess and say that the one responsible had been that Nevarian Spiritualist who saw our group enter the city and ran off. I’d assumed he was going to inform one of the Nevarian Spiritualist captains about our return, but he probably went to 
tell the Leucht Family instead. That made me wonder about how many people were in that family’s pocket. How many spies did they have that no one was aware of?

As our tea grew cold, Lin summed up my thoughts pretty nicely. “It sounds like there’s going to be even more trouble.”

“Probably,” Empress Hilda admitted. “However, unlike the matter with Grant Leucht, this time the Imperial Royal Guard and the Kriger Family are pouring all their resources into finding them. Even if they have escaped into the sewers, there are only so many places they can hide. We’ll scour the entire sewer system if we have to, but I promise you, we will find them.”

Her words inspired confidence, but I honestly didn’t know if she’d be able to keep that promise. I’d been in the sewers before, back in my previous life when I had returned to Nevaria after Kari and Kayli’s deaths, and despite spending nearly two years searching the sewers, I never managed to explore every section. Much of the sewers had collapsed when I returned, some sections couldn’t be accessed without a key, and there were many hidden passages that I had only discovered by accident. How many more might there be that I never uncovered?

“There is another matter that we must talk about,” Empress Hilda said into the silence. She ran her finger along the lip of her teacup. I looked at Kari, Fay, and Lin, but none of them seemed to know what else she wanted to talk about.

“What other matter is there?” I asked.

“Now that you have slept with my daughter, we will need to plan your wedding,” she said. She didn’t sound like she was teasing me, so I assumed she was serious. “Kari has given herself to you in both body and heart. This means you are the man she wishes to spend her life with. Is that correct?”

Empress Hilda turned to Kari who, now that she had been put on the spot, could only nod once. “Uh… ye-yes, that is 
right. I would like to marry Eryk.”

Nodding, Empress Hilda turned to Fay and Lin. “And the two of you? I assume you also intend to marry Eryk?”

“Um…” Fay looked around quickly at being addressed as though trying to find an escape route. When none presented themselves to her, she placed her hands in her lap and squirmed in her seat. “That’s… I mean, we haven’t really spoken about it, so… um…” She flicked her eyes over to me, but then quickly looked away when she saw me looking at her. “I would… like to… yes. Spend my life, I mean—I mean, I want to spend my life with Eryk. Yes.”

Whether Empress Hilda was amused by Fay’s shy response or not, the woman did not show it at all as she looked at Lin. Unlike the easily embarrassed, all-attack-no-defense Fay, Lin puffed out her chest and crossed her arms.

“This princess and Darling are already married! This princess gave him the Ring of Marji.”

“Yes.” Empress Hilda glanced at the black rose-thorn pattern circling the ring finger of my right hand. “I am aware of that.” She looked away from my hand and resolutely nodded at me. “As there are three women who intend to marry you, we must take the appropriate steps to begin matrimony arrangements. First, you will need to speak with Stelys Valstine and request permission to marry his daughter. Once he agrees and you offer him a dowry, we can begin planning out the next step—namely, when to announce your engagement.”

Kari and I had never gotten married in my past life, so I didn’t know the first thing about marriage or becoming engaged. However, Kari was the princess of Nevaria, an important position even if she didn’t hold any authority. It could not become public knowledge that she had slept with a man she wasn’t engaged to. What’s more, we couldn’t not
 announce her engagement to the people. It was good publicity, 
I guessed. Also, in my previous life, Kari’s engagement to Grant had been announced two years before the marriage happened.

“I’ll make sure to speak with Lord Valstine soon,” I said. I glanced at Fay and held out my hand, which caused her to blush bright red even as she placed her hand in mine. Smiling, I turned back to Empress Hilda. “Is there anything else?”

“No, there isn’t—oh, wait! There one other thing I need to tell you.” Clasping her hands together, Empress Hilda decided to hit me with her strongest and most shocking surprise attack. “It seems someone destroyed the house you and Lin were living in while you were traipsing through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. We suspect it was the Leucht Family who did it, but we haven’t found any evidence as to who the culprit might be yet. Don’t worry, though. It seems nothing was stolen. We brought over all your supplies, including your alchemy set and those interesting alchemy pills you refined—which I would like to speak with you about some time soon, by the way. In any case, until you find a new place to live, I would be delighted if you and Lin could move into the Imperial Royal Palace for the foreseeable future.”

“Huh?”

As I was hit from several different directions at once with what amounted to verbal Spiritual Techniques, all I could do was release single syllable sounds.

“Huh?!”

As Empress Hilda’s words finally sank in, the sounds my mouth produced got louder.

“HUH?!”

I was pretty sure everyone in Nevaria heard that one.






Chapter 12



Speaking to Stelys Valstine








The caravan dropped
 us off at Capistrana. Kari and I didn’t spend a single night in the city and made our way post-haste to Vesperia. This involved traveling through a mountainous region, but the mountains were neither large nor very dangerous, though we did have to worry about the occasional D or C-Rank Demon Beast.


Vesperia was located in what would be considered the most northwestern section of the Northern Plains, far above the peninsula where we had returned to this realm, and about two months travel from Midgard by Strut-drawn carriage.

While it seemed far removed from the rest of the continent, the truth was that about two dozen smaller towns and villages were located further north. These towns and villages were situated in a cold and arid climate. Because the land further up the mountains was so barren and cold, very few crops could be grown, though, in exchange for not being able to grow crops, the mountains were rich with natural minerals and ores that were coveted across the land.

Vesperia was the trading hub for all these villages. That was how it had managed to become so prosperous despite its out-of-the-way location. And yet…

“Oh… no…” I muttered in despair.

We had finally reached Vesperia, but what we discovered upon reaching our destination was nothing more than the ruined and burnt-out remains of a once prosperous city. Buildings had been gutted. Some lay crumbled, nothing more than debris littering the 
ground, while others at least looked mostly intact but were missing good chunks of their infrastructure. As we raced closer to the city, our hearts felt like they had stopped beating.

Lying on the street were numerous corpses.

Most of the corpses looked like they had been mangled by something. I glanced at one body nearby, a young man barely out of his teens, whose limbs had been twisted at angles they weren’t meant to go. Another corpse next to him, this time a young woman, stared sightlessly at the sky, a large hole in her chest. The blood pooling underneath them had long since coagulated and turned black.

“No…” Kari whispered as she held a hand to her mouth.

“So it’s true. The Sekbeists really did destroy the city.” I clenched my hands into fists.

Kari sucked up the tears that threatened to fall from her eyes. I was feeling pretty distraught myself by the sight. My heart shook, though I didn’t let my emotions show on my face. I needed to be strong for Kari. Unlike me, she took several moments to calm herself, sucking in deep breaths as her grip on her ranseur tightened.

“Let’s see if we can find any survivors,” she said at last. “We might also find something or someone who can tell us what exactly happened here.”

“I guess that’s all we can do, huh?” I said, reaching behind my back and wrapping my fingers around the hilt of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. The by-now familiar leather handle comforted me as we made our way into the city.

For whatever reason, it looked like Vesperia had been abandoned after being ransacked. That didn’t seem to be how the Sekbeists operated, but then I remembered that Vahn, the city I was using as an example, had a temple with a Warp Gate in it. There were one or two ruins located around Vesperia, but there was nothing in the city itself, so there was no reason to occupy it.

I glanced at one of the buildings we passed and grimaced. It was a small café that Kari and I would frequent after returning from an expedition. The glass windows were shattered, one of the walls had 
been destroyed, and I could see the body of the owner lying in the middle of the café. His head had been removed from his shoulders.

Kari saw where I was looking and stifled a gasp. Tears leaked from her eyes as her face drained of blood.

Perhaps her pained response was the result of what happened several decades ago. Before coming to the Northern Plains, we had created a community of survivors from Nevaria, but our group was eventually forced to flee into the Endless Desert to escape from attacking Demon Beasts. All of them died except for us. Of course, even before that, our home was attacked and destroyed by Demon Beasts, and her mother, three fathers, and three brothers were killed.

I think she and I were more sensitive to this kind of destruction because of our past. Seeing this shook me more than I was willing to admit, more than I was willing to ever let on. The only reason I wasn’t shaking like a frightened child was that I knew one of us needed to be strong.

“Let’s go to the Explorers Guild headquarters,” I suggested. “There’s a shelter located underneath the building. If anyone survived, I’m sure they’d be there.”

“That’s a good idea.” Kari’s eyes gained a resolute hardness that came from the life we had led up to now. She was sensitive to the destruction around us, but she had grown strong enough not to let it slow her down.

Tonight, she and I would probably cry in each other’s arms, but now was not the time.

As we were making our way down what should have been a well-maintained road, a loud noise caused us to stop. We looked around and found several Grunts coming out of a building across the street. The hideous creatures with their chalk-white skin, blood-red eyes, and stooped visages paused when they caught sight of us. Our two groups stared at each other, then the Grunts released something that sounded like a war cry.

Kari and I sprang into action.

There were only three Grunts. Using the Flash Step, I appeared 
beside the first one, raised the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, and channeled lightning through the weapon as I swung it down. My ruler sliced through the Grunt’s face and chest, carving a deep furrow that caused blood to spurt from the creature’s body like a fountain. The Grunt fell back and released a death rattle, but I was already on the move.

Kari killed the second Grunt, appearing before it within an instant and impaling the creature on her ranseur. She had stabbed it through the throat. After pulling out her weapon and flinging off the blood, she mercilessly stared at the creature as it fell onto its knees, and pitched forward. During the time it took her to kill that one, I had already beheaded the last of the three Grunts.

“It looks like there is still a token force here,” I said with a soft sigh.

“They must be looters,” Kari theorized, biting her lip. “Or maybe they are searching for survivors?”

“If that’s the case, then it’s imperative that we find the survivors before anyone else does,” I said.

The Explorers Guild Headquarters was located in the very center of the city, in a massive plaza marked by a fountain of Vesperia’s founder. Said fountain was currently no more than derelict ruins. The arms were missing, the head had been smashed apart, and though the body remained mostly intact, nothing about the once elegant figure appeared the same.

Similar to the fountain in the city plaza, the Explorers Guild Headquarters was no more than a ruined structure, though it appeared to be more intact than many other buildings. The windows had been shattered and a few holes had been smashed through the walls. One section in the east wing looked like it had collapsed. However, aside from that, it was in better shape than almost any other building.

“Do you think our sect mates defended this place with their lives?” asked Kari.

I shook my head. “Considering most members of the Explorers Guild don’t have any combat abilities to speak of, I can’t imagine they did.”

All members of the Explorers Guild were talented Spiritualists, but their talents laid mostly in their ability to explore and excavate ruins, not their aptitude for combat. Kari, myself, and a few others who excelled in fighting were exceptions to the rule.

“Let’s check out the inside,” I said.

“Should we split up to cover more ground?” asked Kari as she and I walked to the front door.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’d prefer it if we stuck together.”

She nodded. “Two heads are better than one and four arms are stronger than two.”

We entered through the main entrance and stepped into the foyer, which had seen better days. The tiles of the floor were cracked. Several places looked like someone had smashed apart the floor with a hammer. Several columns lay broken, their remains were strewn across the floor.

Kari and I ignored the staircase on the opposite side and entered a side passage. We passed through several rooms, then came upon a hallway lined with black tiles. As we began walking down it, a door to our left suddenly opened and an Elite walked out.

“Survivors?!”

The Elite seemed shocked by our presence, but we didn’t let him say anything more. I held out my hand, pointed two fingers at him, and launched a beam of condensed lightning and water that shot through his head. The Elite fell backward and crumbled to the floor. Smoke poured from the hole in his head.

“You’ve gotten really good at manipulating the elements,” Kari said.

“I haven’t had much choice.” I sighed and tugged on my bangs. “With everything that’s happened, it was either learn and grow stronger or die.” I raised my free hand and stared at it. “Also, maybe it’s because I’m not completely human, but manipulating the elements like this feels more natural.”

It wasn’t something I thought about often, but I was beginning to realize more than ever that I wasn’t human, that I was something 
else. I’d always found it odd how I could manipulate elements without channeling my Spiritual Power properly through movement like Kari and the others before I reached the Third State of Spiritualism. In the beginning, it meant very little, but now that I knew about the other eight realms, I understood a little more about what kind of unusual existence I was.

“That isn’t a bad thing.” Kari smiled at me. “Your unique abilities have saved us a number of times.”

“I know.” I smiled back.

We continued traveling through the headquarters of the Explorers Guild, killing a few more Grunts and Elites that were also searching the building. I wondered how long these Sekbeists had been searching. It seemed as if there was only a small token force, which meant they probably assumed everyone who could be used as a sacrifice had already been taken. After cleaning out all the Sekbeists, Kari and I traveled down to the third basement level and stopped in front of a stone statue.

The statue depicted a large man with more muscles than I would know what to do with. His bare chest was chiseled and his abdominal muscles, arms, and legs were covered in veins. Despite his masculine body, his expression seemed almost comforting.

This was the founder of the Explorers Guild.

Reinhard Rimor.

Kari went up to the statue and pushed in the toenail of its left big toe. A loud rumbling suddenly echoed around the room as a wall behind the statue slid open, revealing a passageway. We didn’t hesitate to travel down it. Kari produced a light sphere to help guide our steps as we walked down a set of stairs, and then came upon a door.

I knocked on it. “Hello? Is anybody in here? It’s Eryk and Kari!”

There was a brief moment of silence before…

“Eryk? Kari? Is that really you?!” a voice asked from the other end. I recognized it, but before I could say anything, the door opened and Felicia burst out. “Eryk! Kari! You’ve both returned!”

Before either of us knew what was what, the delicate-looking woman with thin arms and legs wrapped us up in a hug. We were so surprised that we couldn’t do anything. That was when the woman—who looked more like a child than an adult—began sobbing.

“Do you two know how long we’ve been waiting for you?! We were so worried! Where have you been this whole time?! Markus even suggested you were dead!”

“We’re sorry,” Kari apologized for both of us as she hugged the woman back. “A lot has happened. We can fill you in later, but for now, please tell us what happened here.”

Felicia nodded as she led us into the room, which had a lot more people than I realized. As the members of our guild, their families, and the people they managed to save greeted us, I breathed a sigh of relief. This incident didn’t seem like it would be a complete repeat of Nevaria.

It wasn’t much of a silver lining, but it was at least something.
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When Empress Hilda claimed that someone had destroyed my home, she meant it. I had traveled to the house I had bought from the Eieran Family and discovered nothing more than ruins. The walls had all been blown out, the ceiling was gone, and the furniture had been destroyed. How Empress Hilda managed to salvage my alchemy set, alchemy pills, and the valis I kept on hand to pay for our living expenses was beyond me.

It was all very suspicious.

Since Lin and I no longer had a home, Empress Hilda had told us to stay in the Imperial Royal Palace. I already had a room there, but now that I was basically being told—ordered?—to stay with them, the room had been converted from a simple guest bedroom to my bedroom. The desk now had my beginner’s alchemy set sitting on it. A chest had been brought 
in to store my alchemy pills and valis. The dresser contained several sets of clothing similar to the one I had been wearing. Apparently, Empress Hilda had ordered her servants to buy those for me after discovering my home had been destroyed.

Very, very suspicious.

Most of that first day after being informed about what happened to my house had been dedicated to having all my stuff moved into this room from a storage closet in the palace. It was a solitary task. Kari, Fay, and Lin had gone off to do their own thing. I didn’t know where they were, but I guessed the two human girls were helping Lin study our writing system.

Her progress had been remarkable. She had already mastered the rules regarding the I and T-forms and was now working on stringing verbs and adjectives together to create longer sentences using both forms. This would have been considered the second step in a person’s primary education. That it only took her less than a month to memorize was a testament to her intelligence.

As for me, after putting away all of my belongings, I found myself in a meeting with Empress Hilda again.

Well, I called it a “meeting,” but it was more like an informal tea party.

We were sitting inside an extravagant room decorated with simple but elegant furnishings. The walls were made from stone and lacquered wood. A simple, soft carpet was underneath us as we sat at a small table with two chairs. As always, there was a maid situated by the door, ready to serve us. Standing behind Empress Hilda was Valence.

Valence was Kari’s blood-related father. He was a powerfully built man with a face that appeared to have been chiseled from stone. His medium-length blond hair went just a little past his shoulders. The color, while blond, did not have the golden hue of Empress Hilda or Kari. It was darker, more of a dirty blond than a true blond, but his eyes were the same 
blue as Kari’s. He was currently wearing the gold-encrusted armor of an Imperial Royal Guard commander. It was far more ostentatious than normal armor, covered in designs and runes that served no purpose beyond style.

“Thank you for meeting with me, Eryk. I wished to speak with you about those alchemy pills we discovered in your possession while salvaging what we could from the wreckage of your house,” Empress Hilda said before taking a sip of tea. She was wearing a simple red dress, elegant but also highly sensual, showing off the magnificent lines of her body.

“You are referring to the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills and the Body Forging Pills, right?” I asked, also drinking some of my tea. It warmed my insides and contained a blend of spices that pepped me up. I glanced at Empress Hilda over the rim of the cup as she smiled at me.

“Is that what they are called?” Empress Hilda hummed before continuing. “I’ve noticed that neither of those pills are on the market currently. The Alchemist Association has recently made serious inroads in regards to the refining of alchemy pills. It’s no exaggeration to say that they have become one of the most powerful presences within Nevaria thanks to the new pills they are selling with the help of the Valstine Family.” She paused. “You are the one who introduced those pills to them, are you not?”

“That is correct.” It wasn’t like I’d made my involvement with the Alchemist Association a big secret, so there was no point in denying it. Actually, hadn’t we already had a similar conversation after the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, or was I imagining that?

Empress Hilda nodded. “May I ask why these particular alchemy pills are not being sold?”

Her words made me consider what I should tell her, or rather, how I should put what I wanted to say gently. I would tell her the truth, of course. That said, I couldn’t afford to be 
rude when speaking.

“I’m sure you’ve had a chance to test those pills out yourself or have one of your husbands do it for you.” I glanced at Valence, but he offered no sign of being uncomfortable. Seeing him not give anything away made me sigh. “The Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill is an alchemy pill that helps widen the Spiritual Pathways and recover Spiritual Power. Meanwhile, the Body Forging Pill helps the body naturally recover from exercise, thereby increasing both the speed of recovery and strengthening the body two or three times more than what can be achieved through normal exercise.”

I set the cup down and leaned back. The tea was all gone. The young servant girl who’d been standing beside the door noticed this, came up, and refilled the tea. I thanked her with a smile, but she just blushed and scurried back to the door. That made me frown a bit.

“These alchemy pills are very useful for strengthening a Spiritualist in both body and spirit,” I continued. “However, because of that, they are also incredibly dangerous.”

“How do you mean?” asked Empress Hilda.

I tugged on my bangs. “Let’s say I gave this recipe to the Alchemist Association and had them create these pills and sell them on the open market. Now these pills are available to everyone, including mercenary groups, criminals, and sketchy nobles like the Leucht Family.”

“And so, you wanted to keep them off the market to avoid inadvertently helping people who may do harm to Nevaria.” Empress Hilda nodded as she followed along with my reasoning.

“Right now, Nevaria is in a precarious position,” I began. “We’re beset by Demon Beasts on the outside, and while we appear unified on the inside, that isn’t really true. There are many people and factions who would gladly destroy this city if they thought it would help them achieve their goals. The Leucht 
Family is the greatest example of this. We can’t afford to let people like that gain any more power.”

“I understand your reasoning, but you must also admit that keeping these pills to yourself will only hurt Nevaria in the long run,” Empress Hilda said.

A sigh wanted to escape me, but I held it in as I ran my hand through my hair. “I know. While I have probably let my paranoia get the better of me, there is another reason I kept these alchemy pills from everyone.”

“And that is?”

“Kari and Fay.” I leaned forward just a little and looked Empress Hilda square in the eyes. “I’m sure you’ve realized by now that I’ve been helping Kari with her training since before the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. At first, I gave her those alchemy pills to help increase her physical strength and Spiritual Power while she was being trained by Hellen Brynhild—and before you ask, no, that isn’t the only reason she’s grown so strong. It takes more than alchemy pills to make someone strong.”

Empress Hilda placed the ring and index finger of her left hand against her lips and giggled, her blue eyes crinkling with mirth. “I was not going to say anything. I am aware of how much potential Kari has. Outside of yourself, I am perhaps the only one who knows how truly powerful she can become with proper time and training.” She set her hand back on the table and gently tapped her index finger against the surface. “So what you are saying is that you wanted Kari and Fay to reap the benefits of these pills before anyone else. Am I understanding this correctly?”

“Kari, Fay, and Lin mean more to me than life itself.” I shrugged. “What sort of man would I be if I didn’t want the people I love to be stronger than anybody else?”

“You are doing everything for their sake, aren’t you?” said Empress Hilda with an almost wistful sigh. “You really are a 
dedicated young man. I’m almost disappointed you aren’t at least a few years older. I’d gladly marry you if you were.”

I glanced at Valence, who still said nothing. What did he think of his wife making such statements? Then again, he already had two brothers—the term used to describe husbands who were married to the same woman. I guess it didn’t matter to him if his wife decided to add another husband to her harem.

“Even if I were a little older, I’d still be in love with Kari,” I said.

My words caused Empress Hilda to break out in honest to goodness laughter. I personally didn’t see what was so funny, but maybe my flat-out rejection of her, the empress, was something she found refreshing. I couldn’t say for sure.

“Truly, you are an amusing young man.” Empress Hilda wiped several mirthful tears from her eyes as she calmed down, and then got back to business. “I understand your reasoning, but I would still like you to release the information on how to refine those alchemy pills. I believe the benefits to be had from such pills far outweigh the potential repercussions, especially now that the Leucht Family has disappeared.”

I still felt leery of releasing these alchemy pills into the open market, but I did see where Empress Hilda was coming from. There was also the fact that she was
 the empress. It wasn’t like I could just deny her. I honestly respected this woman for coming to me like this. She could have ordered me to release the refinement process for these alchemy pills, but she was trying to convince me instead. That showed her sincerity.

“Then how about this,” I began. “Instead of releasing them into the open market, I will first give these pills to the Astralia Royal Family. You, your husbands, and your sons can use them to further strengthen yourselves, and then you can release them to select individuals among the Nevarian Spiritualists and 
Imperial Royal Guards who you know are loyal to Nevaria. Once you’ve gained the benefits of these pills, we’ll have the Alchemist Association begin selling them.”

Kari, Fay, and I had already reaped all the benefits that could be had from these two alchemy pills. Our bodies could not be strengthened any further by the Body Forging Pills. Likewise, our Spiritual Pathways could no longer grow any wider. We had plateaued.

There were a few other alchemy pills I planned on refining that would strengthen us both physically and spiritually, but that was in the future. A lot of the ingredients I needed for those pills were harder to come by. It would take several expeditions deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range to acquire the ingredients I needed.

“I believe that is an acceptable compromise,” Empress Hilda said after taking several moments to consider my counter-proposal. “In fact, I quite like this idea. By having myself and people I trust reap the benefits before anyone else, I can further cement my power amongst the populace. You are very cunning, aren’t you?”

“I just want to protect the people I love,” I said.

“I understand.” Empress Hilda’s smile became gentler, more tender. It made my stomach squirm a little in discomfort. Was this what a mother looked like when she was staring proudly at her son? I didn’t know, but I’d seen similar expressions on Kari’s face when she looked at our daughter in my previous life. As this thought caused my chest to ache, Empress Hilda continued speaking, unaware of my emotional dilemma. “Also, you will be pleased to know that we have begun producing those crossbows and ballista from your blueprints. We do not have the money to build watchtowers like the ones you showed us, but it might be possible in the future.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said in genuine happiness. “I hope this will help provide further protection for Nevaria.”

The empress smiled. “I am sure it will.”

I spoke with Empress Hilda for a few more minutes, but our conversation was eventually interrupted when Kari, Fay, and Lin barged in and dragged me off to the courtyard for training.
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My meeting with Lord Valstine came a few days after my conversation with Empress Hilda. I had asked Fay to return home and deliver a letter to her father, asking for a meeting to discuss our future relationship. My letter didn’t outright say, “I want to marry your daughter. Please give me your blessing,”
 or anything of that nature. I made it sound mostly like a business proposal.

When the day arrived, I made sure to dress in my best outfit. The black pants were made from the hide of a Demon Beast, so they were durable but comfortable. A white undershirt tied together around the waist with black bands was just barely poking out of the black vest, fastened together with silver buttons. I’d thrown a blue shoulder cape with gold embroidery over the whole thing.

According to Kari, this was the bare minimum a noble was allowed to wear during such an important meeting. Anything less would be seen as an insult. I should have technically been wearing something even more pompous, but to be honest, I felt very uncomfortable in this gaudy clothing and was only wearing it because I knew how important this meeting was.

I was also not the only one who had dressed up.

Fay was wearing a red dress that traveled down to her ankles. A slit on the left side revealed her lean, muscular leg and one of the soft red slippers covering her small feet. Gold embroidery ran along the hem, sleeves, and chest of her outfit. Some areas were emphasized, such as the V-shaped embroidery that showcased her slender waist and gorgeous 
hips. The cutout near her chest revealed the valley of her breasts, pushed together by an expensive brassiere Kari had picked out for this meeting. Her outfit was finished off with a pair of red gloves made from silk.

“You look really good in that,” I said to Fay.

“Th-thank you,” Fay stuttered.

“To be honest,” I continued in a casual, conversational tone, “seeing you in such a magnificent dress makes me want to take you out of it.”

“E-Eryk!”

I chuckled as I reached over and placed my hand on top of hers, which was currently clenching the fabric of her dress as she sat in the chair next to me.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “While I do seriously mean what I just said, I’m mostly trying to cope with how nervous I am. I’ve never done something like this before.”

“I’m kind of surprised to hear that. Given how fearless you always act, I couldn’t imagine anything that would make you feel nervous.” Fay admitted.

But I just smiled at her. “I’m about to ask the father of the woman I love for her hand in marriage. How couldn’t I be nervous?”

“Then… I am glad I’m not the only one who is feeling this way,” Fay said with a small but genuine smile.

The two of us were sitting in the waiting room before the meeting hall. It was just a wide room with some chairs, a few columns to support the ceiling, and some portraits of past family heads. One thing I noticed was everyone in the portraits had russet or red hair.

In most normal circumstances, Fay would have been in the meeting hall and standing beside her father as I asked for her hand in marriage, but she had decided to go against traditional conventions and was with me instead. That made my own nerves a little easier to bear.

Of course, I also calmed myself by lightly teasing Fay.

Before our conversation could continue, the doors to the meeting hall suddenly opened and Bertrand, the butler who personally served Fay and Lord Valstine, stepped into the waiting room.

“The head and elders of the Valstine Family will see you now,” he said with a bow at the waist.

“Thank you.”

I didn’t let go of Fay’s hand as I stood up and pulled her along with me. For her part, Fay just gripped my hand tighter, possibly out of her own nervousness.

The meeting room was nowhere near the size as the one Empress Hilda used, but that was perhaps to be expected. The Valstine Family was minor nobility. They had earned their title about two hundred years ago. Compared to the Eieran, Leucht, and Kriger families, which had a history spanning at least one thousand years, they were a relatively new family.

Fay and I walked past six chairs with old people sitting on them. There were three on each side of the red carpet that traveled from the doorway to the raised platform where two other chairs sat. One was occupied by Lord Valstine. The other was empty.

Lord Valstine was about a head or so taller than myself, had a broad chest and shoulders, thick arms, and an athletic build, though his stomach was also large. I’d once heard that he used to be a powerful Spiritualist, though he didn’t go on expeditions into the Demon Beast Mountain Range anymore. His red hair looked similar to Fay’s. However, his was more of a reddish-brown and didn’t contain the vibrant sheen of his daughter’s luxurious locks. His hair, traveling down to his shoulders, complimented his thick beard. It also matched the dark, fur-lined robe he was wearing. His massive hands were resting on the armrest as the two of us walked up to the throne and knelt in a show of deference.

“Lord Valstine,” I said in a clear voice that rang throughout the meeting hall, “I have come to request your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

I didn’t waste time with superfluous words and pointless flattery, getting right to the heart of the matter. That was all I could really do. Still, I must have said something wrong, or maybe I presented myself in the wrong light. The six elders, five men and one woman, were muttering in dissatisfaction.

“He asks for Fay’s hand in marriage but offers nothing in return? What a rude brat.”

“I understand that he is the victor of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament and is favored by the Astralia Royal Family, but really, a person can only act so forward.”

“I did hear that he’s been helping Fay with her training. I believe we should at least hear him out.”

“Hmm… just recently, I heard that he and Fay traveled with Kari Astralia into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Rumor has it he defeated an A-Rank Demon Beast on his own, but even so…”

Lord Valstine let the elders talk amongst themselves for a bit longer before raising his hand for silence. When the last elder had settled down, he peered at me with his green eyes and said, “I once offered you a chance to marry my daughter and you turned me down. I am wondering why I should allow you to marry her now?”

I bit my lip as guilt settled in my stomach and refused to leave. It was true that I had denied his offer the last time he asked if I wanted to marry his daughter. However, things were different now… or so I believed.

As if she could sense my emotions, Fay squeezed my hand.

“When you first asked me if I wished to marry Fay, I declined the offer because I wasn’t in love with her. What’s more, I had already given my love to Kari. I did not believe it would be right if I married Fay when I was already in love with 
another woman.” While the elders muttered a bit more, I could see Lord Valstine nodding, prompting me to continue. “I still love Kari, but I have grown to love Fay just as much. She has become just as important to me. The last time you asked if I would marry Fay, I did not believe I could make her happy. Now I do.”

I was still kneeling beside Fay. While my gaze was primarily on her father, I could not help but glance at the woman beside me. Her lovely alabaster cheeks were currently just a little red. The light dusting of pink made her look more enchanting than normal, a feat I wouldn’t have believed possible if I wasn’t seeing it for myself.

She must have noticed my stare because she turned her head and caught me looking at her. While her cheeks grew warmer, her smile also grew wider.

Lord Valstine noticed this. “I can see that you truly do care for my daughter. But if she were to marry you, I am assuming it would not be as your Primary Wife?”

I hesitated for a moment. “That is correct. It hasn’t been revealed yet, so I would like to ask that you keep this quiet, but Empress Hilda has given me her blessing to marry Kari. Given Kari’s position as the princess of Nevaria, the only position suitable for her is as my Primary Wife.”

The girls had told me in private that they didn’t care about who was in what position. However, while this issue didn’t matter to them, it would be a political scandal if Kari was anything other than my Primary Wife. Empress Hilda had already informed me of this during our conversation the other day.

My admittance that I was marrying the princess of Nevaria caused the elders to stir again. I couldn’t see their faces, but I imagine the shocked expressions they were no doubt wearing.

“That is all well and good, but my question still stands.” Lord Valstine frowned at me. “Why should I let you marry my 
daughter?”

His words caused the elders to suddenly cry out.

“My Lord! This man is marrying the princess of Nevaria! If he also marries Lady Fay, then our political power will increase!”

“Be reasonable, Lord Valstine!”

These elders sure were quick to change their tune, but I guessed knowing who else I was marrying would make anyone do the same. It honestly disgusted me. I hated having to play these political games, but if this was what it took to be with Fay, then I’d shove my feelings on this matter aside.

“Silence!” Lord Valstine shouted. The elders grew quiet, but he didn’t even pay attention to them. His eyes were on me. “I demand you answer my question. Eryk Veiger, why should I give my daughter to you?”

I didn’t know what sort of answer he was expecting from me, but I couldn’t think of any logical reason he should give Fay to me. To be honest, I didn’t think he even had the right to give her away since the choice should have been hers, to begin with. Still, I tried to think about this from his perspective. What reason could I give him to convince him to give me his blessing? Should I talk about how Fay marrying me would elevate the Valstine Family in the eyes of their peers? I didn’t give two shits about that. There was only one thing in this entire issue that mattered to me.

“Because I love Fay and can make her happy,” I said.

Lord Valstine raised an eyebrow. “Is that it?”

“Yes.”

Stroking his beard, Lord Valstine turned from me to Fay. “Fay? Do you believe this man can make you happy?”

“Yes.”

There was no hesitation in her answer, which surprised me. I had expected her to blush and stutter at being put on the spot. Maybe she had been mentally preparing herself while her 
father grilled me.

“Are you sure?” Lord Valstine asked.

“I am, Father.” Fay glanced at me again, and this time, her smile was wide and not accompanied by a blush. Her seductively narrowed eyes were so tender I thought I might melt and turn into a puddle. “There is no one in all of Nevaria who I believe can make me happier than Eryk.”

“So I see,” Lord Valstine mumbled before standing up. “In that case… Eryk Veiger, I give you my blessing.”

I froze for a moment, but then I shook myself out of my stupor. “You mean…?”

“Yes.” Lord Valstine finally smiled, though it was hard to see behind his beard. “I give you permission to marry my daughter.”





Thank you for reading!







Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior Vol. 7! I hope you enjoyed immensely!

I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach a lot of readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.


Join my mailing list!


Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter
. I tend to retweet art and anime tiddies on there.

My Facebook Page
 is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often here than I do Twitter, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group
, Harem Lit
, Harem Gamelit
, and 
GameLit Society
 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, everyone. It’s Brandon Varnell here. I hope you all enjoyed WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior volume 7. If you did and would like to see more of this series, please consider leaving a review. They are the lifeblood of us authors and books without many reviews do not survive long.

With the induction of volume 7, we have passed the halfway point for WIEDERGEBURT Act II. To make up for the very slice-of-life feel of volume 6, volume 7 has a lot more action, with Eryk and his leading ladies traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, where they are attacked by the Leucht Family and their co-conspirator, Skygge.

If you’ve been following the flashbacks, you might already have some guesses as to who Skygge is. I’ve been leaving a lot of breadcrumbs in the past timeline to illuminate more about what’s coming in the present. Speaking of the past timeline, I’ve left two major plot reveals for everyone that connects past and present. I’m wondering how many of you noticed them.

One thing I tried to focus on in this volume was to give Eryk’s three women a lot more screen time to explore their backstories, personalities, and personal issues. I wanted to explore more things like Fay’s inferiority complex, Kari’s intense wanderlust and the reasons behind it, and Lin’s determination to prove herself to the others. I also tried to 
showcase some of the side characters like Catalyna and Marko Kriger. Their role in this series might be minor, but I think it’s important to give them fully fleshed-out personalities and backstories. It makes the series richer in my opinion.

Aside from being nearly 10,000 words larger than my last volume, this one also moves a lot faster. There’s a lot going on in this volume. What’s more, volume 8, which will be the last volume of Act II, is shaping up to be my longest volume yet at 90,000 words.

Before I leave you all, I have a few last minute “thank yous” to give out.

I would first like to thank my artist. We’ve had some problems with Amazon lately, but Mykel has been killing it with her illustrations. They’re all so flipping sexy and cute. I am an especially big fan of the scenes that feature all three girls and the cover art.

Another person I would like to thank is my copy editor, who has been with me since I wrote the American Kitsune series. Crystal knows my style well and can make excellent changes centered around my particular brand of tropey anime-esque writing. I’m not sure where I would be without her.

Finally, I would like to thank all of you for giving this story a chance. Thank you for reading it, and thank you for reviewing you. Your support is the only reason I can continue to write stories. I hope you all enjoyed it, and I hope even more that you’ll stick around for the next volume. The pace is about to pick up even more. I hope you’re all prepared because the most intense volume for this series so far will be coming up next.

Until next time.

~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
 https://www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell
 and subscribe today!
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Hey, did you know?

Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

2. Free ebooks!

3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

4. His undying love!

Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:


www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell



Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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