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Chapter 1

Lin’s Failed First Time




“And then what happened? What happened next?!”

Lin’s tail thumped against the ground as she and Big Sister sat on the floor of the royal princess’s bedroom. Big Sister, dressed in a simple white gown without shoulders, sat cross-legged in front of her. Since she had a long snake tail, Lin couldn’t sit like that. Instead, her tail was coiled underneath her like a spring. Only the tip, which continued hitting the floor without conscious thought, was loosely situated next to her.

“After he asked me to spend the night with him and I said yes, Eryk was all like, ‘I love you so much…’ and then he leaned down and kissed me,” Big Sister said, her voice an approximation of Darling’s as she placed her hands against her cheeks, which were glowing with the luminosity of the two moons that hovered in the sky at night.

Since Darling and Fay were currently speaking with Stelys Valstine to request his permission to marry his daughter, Big Sister and Lin had been left alone. Naturally, Lin was curious to know about what happened the night Big Sister had given herself to Darling. They had been so busy doing other things that she hadn’t had the chance to hear about it yet. She was dying to find out the details!

“And then?! And then?!”

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“Our kiss was unlike any of the others kisses he and I shared before. This one was filled with so much passion I thought I might melt! And afterward, he picked me up like a princess, brought me over to the bed, and gently laid me down.” Big Sister was wearing the dopiest smile Lin had ever seen on the girl. It was even sillier than the excited smile she’d worn when they discovered those ruins during their expedition with Catalyna. “I don’t know if I can even adequately express how amazing that night was. Eryk was so passionate, but he was also gentle. He pleased me in ways I’d never known were possible before. It was like… like…” Her face scrunched up as she struggled to come up with the words. Lin’s tail began thumping even faster. “It was like he knew exactly what to do to make me lose myself in ecstasy, like he and I had slept together hundreds of times before and he had already thoroughly explored my body.”

As Lin listened to Big Sister give a detailed accounting of her first time with Darling, she imagined what her own first time would be like. She pictured herself in Big Sister’s place as Darling kissed her all over her body, played with her breasts, and pleasured her in ways that made her scream out his name. The idea caused her to shiver with barely repressed desire.

Darling was a lot more receptive to her advances now than he had ever been before. He cuddled with her when she wanted attention, held her hand when they were taking a stroll through Nevaria, helped her with her studies, and kissed her without her having to initiate it. She would even go so far as to say that he’d been more aggressive since learning that Marko wanted to court her. That was what she enjoyed the most. His possessiveness and jealous tendencies made her feel wanted, desired.

However, listening to Big Sister made her want more.

She wanted to mate with him.

She wanted it so bad she could taste it.

Thumpthumpthumpthump!
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“This princess wants her first time to be like yours,” Lin said as Big Sister finished the retelling of her passionate night with Eryk.

“I don’t think your first time will be exactly like mine.” Big Sister eyed her tail with a speculative gleam. “But I’m sure Eryk will be able to please you.”

“This princess hopes so.” Lin felt gravity overcome her face, causing her lips to turn down. Her tail stopped moving. “But… she is a little worried.”

“About what?”

“Well, it’s… what if this princess can’t please Darling?” Lin asked, suddenly pensive as this new thought occurred to her. “She doesn’t want to be the only one receiving pleasure. She’s worried that Darling might not find sex with her as enjoyable as he did with you.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Big Sister said.

Lin tilted her head. “You wouldn’t?”

With a shake of her head, Big Sister explained what she meant. “I didn’t really do that much this time either. It was pretty much just Eryk pleasing me. Of course, I do feel a little guilty that he did all the work, but you know what? He seemed really happy. I think he enjoys pleasing others more than having other people please him.”

“He does do a lot for us. This princess did get the feeling that Darling likes to make people happy.” That was one of his more charming traits, if she did say so herself. “Even so, this princess doesn’t want to be the only one receiving pleasure. She wants to make Darling feel good too. Her pride won’t allow her to just be pleased without returning the favor.”

Big Sister nodded along with her words, understanding where Lin was coming from—at least to some extent. Lin had noticed this before, but Big Sister didn’t have Lin’s pride. She was the kind of person who went with the flow and just accepted things as they were. Lin was her opposite in that regard.

The afternoon air was warm. Even though they were on top of a mountain, the breeze that was blowing in through the window warmed Lin’s body. She looked out the window to view the sun as it hovered in the clear sky. She wondered if Fay and Darling were back from the Valstine Family’s estate yet.

“Well, I do understand where you are coming from,” Big Sister continued. “But I’m sure everything will work out.” As the words left her mouth, she furrowed her brow. “By the way, Lin… are you okay?”

“Okay? Why wouldn’t this princess be okay?” asked Lin.

“Hmm… maybe it’s just my imagination, but your face seems a tad red.” Big Sister leaned further forward, and for some reason, Lin felt an odd wave of heat surge through her body as her tongue flicked out of her mouth while staring at Big Sister’s concerned face. “You don’t have a fever or anything, do you?”

“Lamia cannot get sick,” Lin said. “At least, this princess doesn’t think we get sick. This princess has never been sick before, so she imagines her words ring true.”

Big Sister’s brow furrowed even further. There was an unusual scent coming off the girl that Lin immediately zeroed in on. It smelled like… yes, it was Darling’s scent. Lin knew this scent well since she used to spend whole days with her face buried in his pillow while he was away. This was before she’d been able to leave the house and had nothing to do. Tasting his scent on her tongue had made her feel less lonely.

Of course, she would never tell him that.

Before either of them could speak again, a knock came at the door.

“Kari? Lin? It’s Fay. I’m coming in,” a familiar voice said before the door opened and Fay walked in. The redhead shut the door behind her, then pressed her back against it. She smiled at the pair. “I’m back.”

“Welcome back,” Big Sister greeted Fay with a smile.

“Did everything go as you hoped?” asked Lin, trying to shake off her addled thoughts.

Fay smiled as she walked further into the room and sat down, forming a triangle between the three of them. “Father has given Eryk his blessing. They just finished discussing the matter of the dowry a little while ago.”

“That’s wonderful.” Big Sister clasped her hands together. Her eyes were sparkling. “Now that Eryk has your father’s blessing, we can inform Mother and let her know. I’m sure she will pay your father a visit sometime soon to work out a date for the wedding.”

“Is Darling not with you?” Lin asked, curious when she noticed his absence.

“He is not,” Fay stated. “He said something about wanting to make a quick stop by the Alchemist Association.” After saying this, she turned to Big Sister. “When do you think the wedding will be held?”

Tilting her head, Big Sister gave the question serious consideration before answering. “I doubt it will happen any time soon. You and I are still attending the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy, after all. I believe the wedding itself won’t happen until after we graduate, but the announcement of our marriage will probably happen sooner rather than later.”

As the conversation turned to wedding plans, Lin suddenly had a thought that caused her blood to run cold.

“Um…” She raised a tentative hand, halting the conversation between Big Sister and Fay. “Do you think… this princess will also be able to announce her marriage to Darling?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Big Sister. “Aren’t you already married?”

“Um…”

Fay nodded. “Since you and Eryk are already married, you don’t actually need to announce your upcoming marriage since no marriage is actually upcoming.”

“But…”

“Just be satisfied that you got to marry Eryk first,” Big Sister added.

“But that isn’t fair! This princess wants to announce her marriage and have a ceremony too!” Lin shouted with tears in her eyes.
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I believed it was time to introduce another pill to the Alchemist Association, which was why I had met with Feinrea Kuunis, the Head of the Alchemist Association, instead of traveling back to the Imperial Royal Palace with Fay.

“What is this new alchemy pill you’re planning to introduce called?” Feinrea asked as she tucked a strand of orange-tinted red hair behind her ear. The alchemist robes that she wore had been heavily modified. It was a cleavage-revealing purple dress with dark purple robes thrown over the top. The robes were loosely tied at the waist. Her appearance was incredibly slovenly, as if she’d just thrown these on without bothering to properly tighten them, but that somehow suited this woman, who cared for nothing except furthering her alchemical knowledge.

“It’s called the Immortal Phoenix Pill,” I answered. “The name is pretentious, but the pill’s effects are impressive. This is a one-time use life-saving pill.”

Feinrea’s office looked almost the same as always, but it was much better organized than it used to be. Shelves lined the wall on my left. Most of them were filled with leather-bound notebooks, which I believed held all of Feinrea’s notes on various alchemy ingredients and their effects when mixed. There were a few plants to the right. It looked like she had removed the paneling on the floor and created a miniature alchemy garden. Several plants that I recognized as ones that could be grown indoors were in the process of growing in the soft brown soil. The ceiling in that area had also been removed to create a sunroof.

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean by ‘one-time use.’” Feinrea was frowning at me.

“I mean it can only be used once per person.” As I prepared the ingredients Feinrea had provided me, I explained how the alchemy pill I was going to refine worked. “This pill is able to heal someone completely, even if they are on the brink of death. So long as there is even a shred of life left within their body and their spirit hasn’t left, if they take this pill, it will return them to how they were before their injury, almost as though time itself were being rewound. It’s so powerful it can even regenerate lost limbs.”

All the ingredients I needed to refine this pill were present: Phoeniceae, a miniature palm tree with red leaves; the monster core of a B-Rank Demon Beast with a fire affinity; red fire grass, which literally looked like blades of fire; burning thistle, a flower with a red stem, blood-red leaves, and sharp prickles; drake blood from a Fire Drake (a B-Rank Demon Beast and consequently the one whose monster core I was using); and ambrosia, which was a unique type of alcohol with spiritual enhancing properties. These ingredients were lined up on the table next to the advanced alchemy set alongside nearly five dozen auxiliary ingredients.

“That is an awfully powerful sounding pill,” Feinrea said as she took a deep breath.

“It is,” I agreed. “It will save your life from any ailment, including dismembered limbs, deadly poison, and even a destroyed heart. It does this by invoking a powerful healing flame inside of the body, which is how the pill received its name.”

“So it’s like how a Phoenix is reborn from the ashes,” Feinrea murmured as she jotted down notes in her leather-bound tome. She was standing just a little behind me, so I couldn’t see her, but I heard the movements of her quill as it scratched against the parchment of her notebook. “But I’m guessing this isn’t something you can just use on a whim, right? You said it has a one-time use.”

“That is correct. This pill is only effective once. After you take the pill, taking another one will have no effect. It has something to do with the chemicals from the pill remaining within the body after it has been consumed. Because the ingredients are already inside of you, your body has built up an immunity to them. But, while this pill is only good for one use, it’s still incredibly valuable.”

I’d taken this pill once before. I had been on the verge of death, having had my left arm ripped off, a massive hole in my chest, and a torn-out throat. Despite being inflicted with so many injuries I should have died right then and there, I had been restored to perfect health. That just went to show how powerful this alchemy pill was.

On that note, I did wonder if it would work for me again since I had traveled back in time. This body wasn’t technically the body that had taken the pill. It would be interesting to find out, though part of me hoped I would never have to.

“We won’t be able to sell this one, will we?” asked Feinrea with a frown. “Not only are these ingredients hard to come by, but since it only works once per person, it won’t sell well on the open market.”

“This is true,” I admitted. “However, there is another way to make some valis by auctioning it off at the Valstine Family’s Auction House.”

“Ah.” Feinrea made a sound of realization. “Yes, the nobles would definitely be willing to spend exorbitant amounts of money for a pill that’s so powerful it can practically bring the dead back to life.”

“Exactly. Now, pay close attention, please. The process for making this particular pill is a lot more involved than the others I’ve shown so far.”

“I’m ready.”

The first thing I did was fill a 100 mL beaker with ambrosia. The crystal-clear liquid sloshed around inside of the beaker as I set it on a stand underneath a burner, though I didn’t turn the burner on. Instead, I grabbed the Phoeniceae and began slowly plucking the leaves off the fronds, leaving just the stems. Then I plucked the stems off the trunk. After separating the stems, fronds, and trunk, I grabbed the trunk and began shaving pieces of it off with a carving knife.

“Making the Immortal Phoenix Pill requires the use of a whole Phoeniceae,” I lectured as I worked. “Each part is needed to act as a catalyst that brings each different ingredient together. The trunk is strong and has a mild enhancing effect for ingredients aligned with fire. We’ll be mixing this with the red fire grass and several auxiliary ingredients to increase its effectiveness.”

I ignored Feinrea scribbling into her notebook as I finished shaving the entire trunk into the mortar, then added the red fire grass. Grinding the Phoeniceae trunk shavings and red fire grass with a pestle, I ignored the sparks and flames that ignited from the ingredients and didn’t stop working until the whole thing had turned into a reddish-brown paste. I scraped the paste into a 50 mL beaker, cleaned the mortar and pestle with water and wiped it dry, then added exactly one dozen of the auxiliary ingredients to the beaker. These auxiliary ingredients were important since they would help the more powerful ingredients like the Phoeniceae and red fire grass mix together without clashing.

“Next is the B-Rank Demon Beast monster core.” I grabbed the crimson monster core, placed it into the mortar, and went to work on shattering and grinding it into a fine powder. Sparks flew as red fragments like glass filled the mortar before they were further ground down. “We’ll be adding the fronds to this. We don’t need to worry about grinding the fronds, though. The ambrosia will take care of that for us. Ambrosia makes a strong base for healing pills, but it’s only used in the most powerful type of pills. It is so strong that it generally overpowers the other ingredients.”

I scooped up the fine red powder of the monster core and poured it into the beaker with the ambrosia, then added the fronds, which I proceeded to stir into the liquid with a stirring rod. Flames ignited on top of the liquid. When this happened, I added a dozen more auxiliary ingredients and watched as they dissolved. The stirring rod turned a vibrant red as the heat traveled up to my hand. I flinched a little but kept stirring. Once that was done, I cleaned the mortar again, then brought over the Fire Drake blood, burning thistle, and Phoeniceae stems.

“Finally, we’re gonna get started on the third phase. For this, we use burning thistle and Fire Drake blood. These two ingredients generally have adverse effects on each other, but we can counteract that by adding the Phoeniceae stems, which has a soothing effect on ingredients with a fire element.”

First, I ground up the burning thistle, then added the Phoeniceae stems before taking a pestle to them as well. After I finished grinding both into a fine paste, I scooped it into a 50 mL flask, then grabbed the vial of Fire Drake blood and poured it in. Before the three ingredients could combust, I placed a burner underneath the flask and activated it with my Spiritual Power. I finished by adding two dozen different auxiliary ingredients, which fizzled and released a strong cinnamon-like scent as they dissolved.

Now I had a 100 mL beaker with ambrosia, monster core powder, and Phoeniceae fronds; a 50 mL beaker with a paste made from red fire grass and Phoeniceae trunk shavings; and a 50 mL flask with Fire Drake blood, burning thistle, and Phoeniceae stems.

While the flask was mixing the ingredients, I grabbed the 50 mL beaker and poured it into the 100 mL beaker. The ambrosia mix, which had been a bright red color, suddenly became a deep magenta as I stirred the ingredients together and turned on the burner. I continued stirring until all the ingredients had mixed. Then I turned off the burner, took the beaker, and poured it into the cauldron.

“Because the Fire Drake blood mixture is so potent, we have to add it last,” I explained as the magenta liquid filled almost one-third of the cauldron. “If we added it into this mixture before adding the red fire grass and Phoeniceae trunk shavings, it would negate the effects of those two main ingredients.”

I went over to the flask containing the Fire Drake blood, burning thistle, and Phoeniceae stems. Thanks to the heat from the burner activating the Fire Drake blood, the liquid was glowing a vibrant shade of scarlet. Wafts of crimson smoke puffed out of the small opening. After turning off the burner, I removed the flask and went back to the cauldron.

“When adding the last of the ingredients, we need to do it in small increments,” I informed Feinrea as I grabbed another stirring rod, placed it in the cauldron, and began stirring the ingredients while tilting the flask just a little to allow some of the glowing liquid to trickle in. The two liquids hissed and crackled as they interacted and mixed. “We do it this way because if we don’t, the ingredients won’t mix properly. Due to the volatile nature of mixing Fire Drake blood and burning thistle, it can easily destroy all the ingredients if not carefully controlled. While adding the last ingredients, we mix it all together and pour Spiritual Power into the liquid to activate the other ingredients.”

I did exactly as I instructed. The liquid inside of the cauldron began bubbling and sparks flew from the surface as I poured my Spiritual Power into it. Feinrea was staring into the cauldron with a face that epitomized the word “fascinated.” Her eyes sparkled like gems. When all the liquid from the flask had been poured in, I stopped adding my Spiritual Power. The red liquid was now akin to molten lava—a viscous liquid that bubbled and released steam.

“Now that all of the ingredients are perfectly blended together, I’m going to refine the pill itself,” I continued.

Feinrea walked to the other side of the cauldron as I placed my hands on either side and channeled more Spiritual Power into the ingredients, exerting my will over them. The liquid bubbled as it grew smaller and smaller, condensing and forming into the shape of a small sphere. After reaching a certain point of density, a new color appeared on the molten red surface. Blue. The blue areas took the shape of a bird flaring out its wings as the outer layer of liquid formed into a hard shell.

“There.”

I released a deep breath before reaching into the cauldron and taking out the pill. It was about the size of a very large marble, mostly red, but with blue Phoenix shapes on the surface. Feinrea reached out and tentatively, as if afraid of dropping it, picked it up when I offered it to her.

“So this is the Immortal Phoenix Pill,” she whispered in reverent awe.

“Yes.” I grabbed a towel folded on an empty shelf and used it to wipe the sweat from my brow. Refining alchemy pills was not physically strenuous, but the mental exhaustion I felt after finishing such an involved process was acute. It took a lot of concentration to refine pills of this level. “Do you have any questions?”

Feinrea shook her head. “None. I understand how all the ingredients work together and each step in the refining process. You do an excellent job of explaining why each step needs to be done.”

“Thank you.” I walked back over and held out my hand. I almost snorted when Feinrea reluctantly placed the pill back into my palm as if unwilling to part with it. “Now, I am going to refine this pill two more times. I want you to watch closely each time, and then I’ll have you attempt to refine the pill yourself.”

“Why two times?” Feinrea frowned.

“Because I want to make two more,” I said. “One for Kari, one for Fay, and one for Lin.”

“Oh, I get it.” Feinrea’s expression went from studious to sly in an instant. “So you were planning to make these for your three fiancées, and you decided to teach me how to make them as well because ‘why not?’, right?”

“Basically,” I admitted as I prepared the second Phoeniceae—only to pause when her sentence fully registered with me. “Feinrea?”

“Yes?”

“How did you know I was marrying Kari, Fay, and Lin? Did Lord Valstine tell you?” I frowned. “No, he couldn’t have. I literally just asked for his permission to marry Fay.”

“Stelys doesn’t need to say anything,” Feinrea said with a proud smile as she thrust out her large chest. “I don’t know if you know this, but everyone is already aware that you are courting those three. You’re seen with them around Nevaria so often that some people have even given them the nickname ‘Eryk’s Three Princesses.’”

“That’s a stupid nickname,” I muttered.

“Then what would you call them?”

“The Three Goddesses.”

“That isn’t much better.”

“Whatever. Just pay attention to me as I refine these pills.”

“Yes, yes. Okay.”
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I sat at my desk, a small monster core lamp and the twin moons giving me enough light to write in my journal. It was a detailed report of everything I’d done that day. This was something I’d started doing ever since returning from the Demon Beast Mountain Range for the first time in this timeline.

I could probably consider this my autobiography.

There was no real reason I was doing this. I honestly just thought future generations might be interested in knowing what happened during this part of Nevaria’s history.

After returning to the Imperial Royal Palace, I had spent time with Kari, Fay, and Lin. The four of us had practiced combat formations in the courtyard. Even Lin was joining us now. I believe her near-death experience in the Demon Beast Mountain Range had drilled the importance of learning how to fight effectively as a team into her.

We had dinner with the rest of the Astralia Royal Family after training. Then everyone had turned in for the night. The girls had gone to Kari’s room, and I returned to my own room.

It was a true full moon tonight, meaning both moons were full, which caused an interesting effect of making the two moons’ crimson and blue colors mix, giving the sky a phantasmagoric aesthetic. This was a fairly rare event that only happened three times out of the year.

As I set the feathered quill on the desk and stretched my arms above my head, the door to my room suddenly opened.

“Excuse me? Darling? Are you awake?”

Only one person called me “Darling.”

“Lin, what are you still doing—what’s wrong with your face?” I had to change my question after turning around. Lin’s face was bright red as she stood in the doorway, her shoulders and chest were heaving, and she was using her tail to hold the door handle.

She wore a semi-translucent red nightgown that managed to cover her naughty bits, but it featured a V-shaped gap in the front. The red complimented her dusky skin tone. Golden eyes shone brightly like moons from beneath a fringe of perfectly straight bangs.

“Nothing is wrong,” Lin said as she slithered into the room. Unfortunately, she forgot that her tail was still holding onto the door… which resulted in the door being ripped off its hinges. Lin continued toward me unabated. “This princess was just thinking about how we haven’t mated yet. You’ve already mated with Big Sister. That’s not fair, so this princess has decided that tonight is going to be her night.”

I eyed the door, which Lin’s tail was slowly wrapping around. The wariness I felt increased when her tail tightened, squeezing the door until it shattered, the wood splinters spilling all over the floor. After witnessing this, I looked into Lin’s eyes.

Her eyes were crazy. I’d never seen her look like this before. If I didn’t know any better, I would have said hearts had entered her pupils, but I was sure this was just a figment of my imagination. It must have been. When combined with her red face, heavy breathing, and how her tail had just crushed a door, it made her seem psychotic.

I kept myself turned to the girl as I tried to walk around her, not willing to turn my back, but Lin was rotating with me, keeping me in her sights.

“Lin… you aren’t drunk or anything, are you?”

“This princess doesn’t get drunk.”

“I’m not so sure I believe that—whoa!”

I had no chance to evade as Lin lunged forward, slamming into me and knocking me onto the bed. Before I could consider myself lucky that she hadn’t knocked me to the floor, Lin pressed herself against me. Her crotch, which was not covered by any underwear because, well, we didn’t have any underwear for Lamia use, rubbed against my pants and quickly brought me to hardness. Lin was wet. Very wet. Her love juices soaked into my pants.

“Haaaah… haaaaaah… Darling…” Lin looked even crazier up close like this. I was seriously wondering what she’d been drinking to make her act this way. “Did you know that Lamia can make love all night long? They coil around each other from their heads to their tails… just… like… this…”

As she spoke, Lin coiled her tail around my legs, completely trapping me. I think I could have broken out of her tail if I used all my strength, but I also knew that would hurt her. The chances of me actually ripping off her tail were high. Aside from that, her tail was rubbing against my crotch through my pants, and it was distracting enough that I couldn’t use my Spiritual Power.

“Now… let’s cling to each other and rub our bodies together… haaaah… haaaaah… this princess is definitely gonna have you make love to her all. Night. Long.”

While I wasn’t against sleeping with Lin, and indeed, I even planned on taking her to bed with me at some point, something about this situation made it feel wrong. Maybe it was the crazy look in her eyes, the strange flush of her face, or the fact that she had crushed a fucking door with her tail and was using that same tail to crush my legs. I didn’t know. What I did know was that now certainly wasn’t the right time.

“Lin… I think you should take a deep breath and calm down.”

“This princess is perfectly calm,” Lin said as she pushed my shirt up and leaned down. I groaned when her long tongue appeared from within her mouth and began liberally coating my flesh in her saliva. Her soft tongue sent shivers down my spine. I’ll admit, pained though I was by her super strong tail grinding the bones in my legs into a fine powder, something about this Lamia girl licking me was a major turn-on.

That said, I still didn’t think doing it right now was a good decision. My danger senses were warning me that I didn’t want to sleep with Lin when she was like this.

Just as I was wondering what to do, I heard the sound of footsteps entering my room. I looked up just in time to see Kari and Fay rush in with… wait. Were those wooden claymores?!

“HYAAAA!”

“HAAAAA!”

I flinched when the two girls swung their claymores down and whacked Lin across the back of the head. Lin’s eyes rolled up into her head as she slumped into me, her tail uncoiling from around my body, which allowed the other two to grab Lin by her arms, haul her up, and begin dragging the now unconscious Lamia out.

“We’re terribly sorry for not coming sooner, Eryk,” Kari apologized.

“Please enjoy the rest of your night and forget this ever happened,” Fay added.

As the two of them left, a strange solitude entered my bedroom. I looked at the now doorless doorway before slumping backward onto my bed and staring at the ceiling.

“What the heck just happened?” I asked of no one in particular.


Chapter 2

Lin’s Embarrassment




There were just short of two thousand survivors in total. That wasn’t a lot when I took Vesperia’s population of 550,000 people into account. In fact, it wasn’t even a thousandth of a percent.

Felicia informed us about what happened during our absence, how the Sekbeists had continued to appear and open Warp Gates in ruins all across the continent, how they indiscriminately attacked cities without relent, and how several small to mid-sized cities had been ransacked. Midgard’s numerous sects had engaged in an all-out war to protect the Northern Plains. Thanks to them, none of the larger cities had been taken since Vahn, but a lot of smaller cities had been wiped off the map. Sometimes a city would be destroyed, and no one would learn of it until a month after the fact.

Out of all the shocking information she had given us, I think what hit the hardest was the news of Danivan’s death. We’d gone on numerous expeditions with him. It was Danivan who taught Kari and me the tricks of the trade. His passing hurt us all the more because we hadn’t been there at the time. It was perhaps arrogant of me to think like this, but I was certain he wouldn’t have died if we’d been here.

But there was no time for us to grieve over his passing. We needed to leave Vesperia, which was nothing more than ruins now, so Kari and I led the survivors away from the city, taking the mountain pass to reach Capistrania. We left the non-sect survivors there, then took the members of our sect and their families and booked passage with a caravan to Midgard.

It took us two months to reach Midgard, and during that time, Kari and I informed Felicia, Markus, and the survivors of our sect about the other realm we had been sent to during our battle against the Sekbeist Warlord in Vahn.

“That is the most far-fetched tale I’ve ever heard,” Markus grunted as he, Felicia, Axel, Kari, and myself sat in a carriage. The ride was bumpy, but none of us were bothered.

“Are you saying you don’t believe us?” asked Kari with a frown.

“I didn’t say I didn’t believe you.” Scratching his head, Markus released an irritated grunt as he looked away. “I’m just saying the idea of you guys traveling to another realm is simply unbelievable… but I also know you wouldn’t lie about something like this. Neither of you is the type.”

“Erica and Tungsten can confirm what happened since they went with us,” I added.

“Another realm, huh?” Axel looked out the carriage. This was one of those types that had a Demon Beast hide tarp covering it, so we could only stare at the scenery behind us, where the flap was open. “I would have liked to visit it.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Trust us on this,” Kari and I said at the same time.

“Hmph! You only say that because you two got to travel to another realm.” As he spoke, Axel glanced at the giant ruler resting on my lap. “By the way, what’s with that slab of metal?”

I never bothered to answer him.

Many Demon Beasts were prowling the roads as we traveled, more so than usual. We learned that the reason for this was because the sects that normally took care of Demon Beasts were all busy fighting against the Sekbeists. With the war in full swing, they could not afford to spare even a single Spiritualist to the tasks they normally took up, making the roads more dangerous than ever.

Since Kari and I were the strongest people present, we were the ones who protected the caravan. Axel got to see exactly what my “slab of metal” could do when I used its ability to unlatch the multiple segments and swing them around like a dragon’s tail. “Dragon’s Tail Ruler” was an extremely apt name for this weapon.

We eventually reached Midgard. The guards stationed around the city were even more paranoid than last I remembered. There were also a lot more of them. As our caravan pulled up to the gate, we were stopped by a squadron of nearly sixteen Midgard Spiritual Knights. We were forced to give them our identification papers, each of us, and then we had to undergo a thorough inspection of our cargo before they even opened the gates.

“It seems even the Midgard Spiritual Knights are on high alert these days,” I muttered.

“Can you blame them?” asked Axel. “The situation is bad. Really bad. We might have been able to retake Vahn, but that hasn’t stopped the Sekbeists from continuing to attack our cities, villages, and towns. I’m not even sure what they’re attempting to do anymore. It’s like they derive some twisted pleasure from depriving us of everything we love.”

“I get being paranoid,” Kari began, “but it’s not like the Sekbeists would enter the city through legal means. Having so much security just seems like a waste of effort. It’s pointless.” She sighed. “Though I suppose they need to be seen doing something. So long as it looks like they are doing something, they can claim they’re protecting the people.”

“Sounds like a bunch of political bullcrap to me,” I muttered.

“That’s exactly what it is,” Felicia said. “So many people are terrified by what’s happening that the Midgard Spiritual Knights need to be seen doing something. Otherwise, they’ll be criticized for being useless.”

I grunted at her words but didn’t deny them.

With the inspection complete, the Midgard Spiritual Knights let us through the city gates. Our caravan rolled on in through the small crack in the gate, which shut behind us, leaving me to shake my head at their paranoia. These gates used to remain open until the waxing of the sun.

After entering, our group parted ways with the caravan we’d booked passage with. We rented out a couple of rooms at the Antiquity Inn… well, we tried.

“I’m terribly sorry, everyone.” The young receptionist gave us all a very apologetic smile. “We currently don’t have enough rooms for this many people. In fact, we only have two rooms currently available. The rest are all being used by war refugees.”

“So even the inns of Midgard have been hit by the war,” Axel muttered.

“We understand,” Kari said with a refined smile. I called it her princess smile. “In that case, would you mind giving us those two rooms? We’ll try to find more inns that have rooms available for everyone else. I’m sure it will work out even if we have to spread everyone across multiple inns.”

“We can do that,” the receptionist said.

It took us about four hours to find a place for everyone to stay. We were fortunate that several people belonged to families, so they could all be grouped together. A few of our sect mates also offered to bunk with each other. That took the burden off a bit, but we still had one problem.

Kari and I still didn’t have a place to sleep.

That was why we ended up traveling to the Sect Tower of the Battling Valkyries, one of seven massive towers that stood tall over the city like silent sentinels. The material that composed these gigantic structures was unknown to me. However, each one looked just like a stake jutting into the sky in an attempt to pierce the heavens.

As we traveled down the street, our armored joints clicking together, we looked at the myriad of people crowding the streets. It wasn’t unusual to see so many people in Midgard. What was unusual was how many of them were huddled near buildings, looking behind their backs as they walked, and even sticking in large groups as though expecting to be attacked at any moment. I could sense the unrest, the tension.

The fear.

“It’s like a completely different place from before,” Kari murmured.

“You said it,” I replied. “It makes sense though. If even the Midgard Spiritual Knights are paranoid, the people of the city must be even worse off.”

“It does make sense, but that doesn’t mean I like it.”

“Me neither.”

Despite the tower’s incredible size, there was only one entrance. It was guarded by a pair of young women dressed in steel breastplates that showed off their stomach, large shoulder pauldrons, gauntlets, and greaves. The two women frowned at us as we walked up to the large double doors.

“What business do you have here?” asked one of them.

Clasping her hands together, Kari smiled. “My name is Kari Astralia, and this is Eryk Veiger. We’re hoping to speak with Erica.”

“Ah!” The two women made a strangled gasp. “I had no idea you were Lady Kari! Please forgive my rudeness! You two can go inside! I’m sure Lady Erica would be delighted to see you.”

“Oh… okay. Thank you very much.”

Despite her obvious confusion, Kari and I entered the tower’s main entrance hall, which reminded me of the reception halls people could find at most inns—except several times bigger. It looked awfully empty at the moment, but I thought that was because the Battling Valkyries were no longer taking job requests. They had devoted themselves entirely to fighting the Sekbeists.

After informing the young woman at the front desk about who we were and our purpose for visiting, we were taken to the sixth floor, which served Erica as both her office and residence. As the commander of the entire Battling Valkyries, she had an extremely luxurious room inside of the tower.

“I believe Lady Erica is currently in the shower,” the young woman who had guided us said. “Please wait here. She should be out to see you soon.”

“Thank you very much.” Kari bowed to the woman, who stuttered something in a hasty manner and made a swift retreat. This strange action made Kari frown. “Is it just me, or are people treating me strangely?”

“It’s not just you,” I confessed as I looked around the spacious interior. “I noticed it as well.”

“Good to know it’s not my imagination then.” Kari glanced around as well and then whistled. “This place is nice.”

“I’ll say.”

This was our first time visiting Erica in her residence at the Battling Valkyries’ Sect Tower, so we’d never seen it before, but the high-vaulted ceiling, extravagant furnishings, and tasteful artwork hanging from the walls certainly told me how much our friend enjoyed living in the lap of luxury. Given how kind and friendly she acted, I never would have guessed she had this side to her.

We sat on a red couch as we waited. The couch was big, easily long enough to seat six people, but Kari and I sat close together—and by close, I mean she was resting with her legs across my lap as I hugged her. We’d been using each other as emotional support pillars for some time now (since the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria), and I didn’t think either of us would stop anytime soon.

As we were cuddling on her couch, Erica strolled out of a door to our left in nothing but a towel. Her breasts weren’t as large as Kari’s. Regardless, even I wouldn’t deny that the sight of this raven-haired beauty decked in nothing but a thin sheet of fabric was bewitching. Her cleavage was drawn together by the tightness of the towel. Water droplets trailed down her skin and her hair was glistening wet. I wouldn’t say I was entranced since nothing could beat a naked Kari, but I could at least appreciate the view.

She paused upon catching sight of the two of us.

“Kari. Eryk.” She blinked several times. “I’m happy to see the two of you, but what are you doing here?”

“That’s going to take a while to explain,” Kari said with a dry smile. “What’s more, I don’t think we should explain this while you’re so, shall we say, immodestly dressed.”

“Ah, yes. You are correct.” Erica glanced down at herself, looked back at us, and smiled. “Please excuse me for one moment while I get dressed.”

Erica wandered into another room, then came back a few minutes later dressed in something that wasn’t much better than the towel. A red bathrobe. It was loosely tied around her waist, revealing an almost obscene amount of her chest. I thought I could see one of her nipples peeking out from behind the fabric. However, the two of us understood that this was just how Erica liked to dress. Even her battle outfit was skimpy.

“Sorry for the wait.” Erica sat down on a cushioned chair next to the couch we were cuddling on. She crossed one leg over the other. She must have been anxious about something, or perhaps impatient. She began bouncing her leg up and down as she wiggled her highly dexterous toes and fixed us with her gaze. “Now then, I assume what you have to tell me is important. I believe we can skip the pleasantries for now.”

We nodded and explained what happened to Vesperia. Erica didn’t respond with shock or surprise, leading us to believe she had been informed of Vesperia’s destruction upon returning to Midgard, which she confirmed with her next comment.

“I’m surprised there were survivors,” Erica muttered with a frown. “A group from the Paladin Sect had been sent to Vesperia after learning about its destruction, but they couldn’t find anyone. Still, if they had a secret hideout like you said, I guess it only makes sense that they wouldn’t find any survivors.”

“It was truly fortunate that Axel had the foresight to build that secret passage,” I said.

“Yes… Axel certainly is a thoughtful man. I will at least grant him that.” Erica flicked a strand of black hair over her shoulder. “He’s still a pig, though.” Kari and I snickered at the woman’s words. She smiled briefly before leaning forward, placing her hands on her knees. “What do the two of you plan to do now? Are you going to join another sect?”

“We’ve been thinking about that, but honestly, neither of us wants to join another sect,” Kari said with a shake of her head.

Erica frowned. “I hope that doesn’t mean you plan on becoming freelancers. You two have so much talent—far too much to waste on being independent mercenaries.”

“That isn’t what we are planning either,” I said. “What Kari meant was that rather than joining a sect, we believe it would be better if we created our own.”

“Oh!” Erica’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. She even went so far as to place a hand to her mouth, hiding the pretty o-shape that it had become. “So I see! Yes, I definitely agree that you two would make great sect leaders. I can even help you go through the process of registering your sect. It will take a while to go through… maybe even longer than normal thanks to the war, but I think I can push this matter through during the next sect meeting that’s coming up in two weeks.” She stared intently at us. “Do you two already have a name for your sect?”

Kari and I shared a knowing glance, confirming with each other that we both knew what name we were going to use, then turned back to Erica.

“We were thinking of calling our sect Brave Vesperia,” I told the woman, whose response to hearing the name Kari and I had chosen was a sad smile.
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The sun had barely risen above the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and I was walking down the hallway toward Kari’s bedroom, dressed in black pants, boots, and a white-collared shirt.

The quiet sounds of early morning came in the form of songbirds. There were a number of large trees, whose branches reached all the way to the third floor. If I looked out the window, I knew I’d see several colorful birds flitting around them as they sang mating songs to entice members of the opposite sex.

I reached Kari’s room before long and knocked on the door, then waited to see if anyone would answer.

“Just a moment,” a voice came from the other side. I heard footsteps thumping against the floor, and then the door opened with a soft click.

The person who greeted me at the door was not Kari. Fay stood before the doorway, dressed in a simple sleeveless gown with two layers. The outer layer was a top with no sleeves that connected to a cloth around her neck, holding the diamond-shaped piece together. The bottom of the first layer flared around her hips, splitting into four separate tassels that made me think of tails. I could only see a trace of the second layer, which appeared to be a skirt underneath the first. Layer one was a light red color while the second layer was darker. Unlike usual, she was wearing slippers this time instead of boots, and I could see the magnificent curves of her muscular thighs peeking out of the tassels.

“Oh, Eryk.” Fay greeted me with a smile. “Have you come to get us?”

“Morning, Fay.” I leaned down and kissed her on the lips before she could do anything. I enjoyed the way her cheeks went red as I pulled back. “I figured you girls would be waking up soon, so I thought I’d escort you all to breakfast.”

“O-oh… well, that’s good. Er… would you like to come in? We’re still getting ready.”

Fay opened the door to let me inside. I didn’t see Lin, which made me assume she was in the bathroom, but Kari was sitting over by her vanity dresser. She had a comb in one hand and was running the bristles through her long, luxurious golden hair. However…

“Is Kari okay?” I asked Fay.

Fay looked at Kari, then shook her head. “I’m not sure. She’s been a little out of it this morning. You know, she’s normally the first one to wake up, but I had to wake her up this time.”

“Hmm…”

I walked up behind Kari. I wasn’t being particularly loud, but I wasn’t being silent either. The fact that Kari didn’t seem to notice me was a bit worrying. Her senses were sharper than the average Spiritualist’s.

Now that I was behind her, I could see Kari staring at her reflection in the mirror with vacant eyes. She definitely wasn’t all there. Reaching out, I placed my hand on hers—the one she was using to comb her hair—and stopped her.

“I think you’ve combed it enough,” I said, gently taking the comb from her. “Any more and your hair is liable to fall out.”

“Huh?” Kari blinked several times, and only then did she seem to realize I was behind her. “E-Eryk? How long have you been standing there?”

“Just a few seconds.” I leaned down, slid my arms underneath her armpits, and wrapped them around her just below her bust. As I hugged her from behind, I gazed into her eyes through the reflection in the mirror. “Is everything okay? I heard you’ve been rather out of it today.”

Kari took several seconds to respond. “I am fine. I’ve just been having some strange dreams recently.”

“Strange dreams? What about?”

“About how we first met.”

“Hmm… is that strange?”

“Well, I do think it is a bit odd,” Kari admitted. “The dream had seemed so vivid at first, so real… but now…” She frowned, then shook her head, causing her long locks of blonde hair to sway. “I feel like it is disappearing from my memories. I’ve been trying to recall the finer details, but it feels like trying to catch an algae-covered frog with my bare hands.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“Let me try this again. When I woke up this morning, the dream was clear and fresh in my mind, but now I’m having trouble recalling even the tiniest of details. It is odd. I can still remember having it, but the specifics of the dream are disappearing as if time is causing me to forget.” A self-deprecating smile appeared on her face. “Perhaps that is why the dream seems so different from how we met in real life.”

I listened to Kari speak, nodding several times and thinking about what I should say, or whether I even needed to say anything.

“I’m not an expert on dreams,” I admitted. “But maybe you did something recently that’s giving you strangely vivid ones. I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”

“Yes. I’m sure you’re right.” Kari stared at me through her reflection in the mirror and smiled. “Thank you, Eryk.”

“You’re welcome.”

I pressed my lips to her cheek, greeting her with a simple kiss. Kari turned her head toward me and pursed her lips. I believed that was an invitation, and I was just about to accept—but a loud squeak from somewhere to my left made me stop and swivel around.

The person who had caused the noise was Lin, our resident Lamia, who was currently frozen stiff as she stared at me with a mortified expression. Before I could even greet the girl, she raced back into what I recognized as a private bathing room and slammed the door shut. Kari, Fay, and I stared at the closed door with confused frowns.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“Beats me,” Fay said with a shrug.

“I don’t know either,” Kari admitted, furrowing her brow.

“Huh… well, okay.” I sighed and went over to the bathroom door, knocking on it once before speaking. “Lin? Are you okay?”

“D-Darling!” An embarrassed squeak echoed from the other side. “E-everything is fine! It’s just, uh, this princess is… she’s dealing with some issues right now and will be skipping breakfast. She’s, um—yes! She’s shedding! Her skin sheds every so often and, um, it isn’t something she wants anyone to see! So just go on ahead to breakfast without her!”

“Uh-huh…”

I glanced at Kari and Fay, asking with my eyes if they had seen any sign that Lin was shedding. Lamia did shed the skin on their tails. I knew this because one of my sect mates in Brave Vesperia had been a Lamia. But both Kari and Fay shook their heads, revealing that Lin had not shown any signs of shedding.

Which meant she was avoiding me for another reason. I recalled what happened last night and assumed it had something to do with that.

“I understand,” I said at last. “We’ll go down and have breakfast. Please join us when you’re ready.”

“Th-thank you.”

After I finished speaking with Lin, I helped Kari get dressed and ushered her and Fay out of the bedroom. We walked down the hallway toward the dining hall. As we did, I tried to think about why Lin might be embarrassed. It wasn’t like last night was the first time she had snuck into my bed intending to seduce me, but then again, she had been acting differently last night. Was there something about how she acted that had embarrassed her?

I didn’t know, and that realization bothered me all the way through breakfast.

Lin didn’t join us.
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Kari and Fay had school. The Nevarian Spiritualist Academy was considered the premiere school in all Nevaria. They were well known for producing many strong Spiritualists, most of whom would go on to become Nevarian Spiritualists or even members of the Imperial Royal Guard.

Since they were attending school, that meant I could get some of my own work done. I wasn’t training today. My body was already as strong as I could make it through regular exercise, and a Spiritualist’s body did not suffer muscle atrophy thanks to our Spiritual Power. If I wanted to increase the strength of my body, then I would need to refine an alchemy pill more advanced than the Body Forging Pills that Kari, Fay, Lin, and I had been using. I didn’t have the ingredients for that yet, as they were incredibly rare and therefore quite hard to come by.

Currently, I was in a meeting with Dante.

We were at the Nevarian Spiritualist barracks stationed in the northern district of Nevaria. It was the headquarters closest to the mountain pass that led into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, which I suppose was why Dante worked out of it. If there was trouble coming from the Demon Beast Mountain Range, he would be able to respond more quickly here than if he was at one of the other garrisons.

We were in the commander’s office. Dante sat behind his desk with his feet propped on the surface as he leaned back in his chair. I sat on a chair before the desk with my back straight and my hands on my lap.

“So, you needed to talk to me about something?” Dante asked.

“Yes.” I nodded once. “You already know about what happened to me in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I believe I informed you about the A-Rank Demon Beast I killed?”

“Which I still have trouble wrapping my head around,” Dante added with a wry grin.

I paused long enough to acknowledge his words, then pressed on. “The Demon Beast that I killed was the A-Rank Giant Rock Golem. I want to salvage it for parts, but it would be hard to do that on my own. While I plan on bringing Kari, Fay, and Lin with me, I was wondering if I could procure the aid of the Nevarian Spiritualists for protection and transportation.”

“Hmm…” Dante mused over my words, rubbing his chin and expressing his thoughtfulness with several humming sounds. After a minute of this, he removed his boots from the desk, put them on the floor, and leaned forward. “I kinda thought it would be something like this. Truth be told, I am really curious to see this Demon Beast for myself. So, yeah, sure. I’ll get a team together, you let your future wives know, and we’ll plan a date to head out and salvage what we can from this A-Rank Demon Beast.”

“Well, that was a lot easier than I thought it would be,” I muttered.

Dante laughed. “Did you think I’d deny you, or that you would have to convince me somehow? Sorry to disappoint.”

“I’m not disappointed in the least; just a little surprised.”

I spoke with Dante for a few more minutes, but since I didn’t have all the details for this expedition worked out, I left about ten minutes after I arrived.

A Nevarian Spiritualist escorted me out. As I stood on the street before the Nevarian Spiritualist northern barracks, I wondered what I should do. I was sure Lin would be at the library by this point in time, and while Kari had said I should give the girl some space, another part of me just couldn’t leave things as they were.

Without any conscious thought on my part, I turned in the direction of the Nadine Library and headed off.
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Lin was so embarrassed by what she had done last night that she couldn’t even pay attention to her studies. She kept replaying the scene in her mind over and over again, and each time she did, mortification would turn her cheeks scarlet and make the tip of her tail smack against the floor.

She was at the library. It wasn’t crowded right now, but that was probably because it was still early in the morning. Most people didn’t arrive until around midday. That said, there were a few people present. A group of young boys was sitting at a table several meters away, and there was a small gaggle of girls two tables to her left. They would occasionally glance in her direction, but Lin had grown used to being stared at.

She ignored them.

Sitting in front of her was the notebook that contained what she was currently studying. She had been practicing writing full sentences. The first few pages were simple sentences that used no more than five to ten syllables like “How do you do?” and “What is your name?” but the sentences got longer and more complex in her latest pages, which used the I- and T-forms depending on whether she was speaking in past or present tense. Lin didn’t think it would be long now before she had fully grasped humanity’s written language.

Unfortunately, she just couldn’t concentrate today.

“Valis for your thoughts?” a voice said beside her.

Lin would have groaned if doing so wasn’t considered impolite. She turned just her head to look at the person now sitting beside her, Marko Kriger, who was dressed in a white shirt with a high collar that was laced together with black nylon, a dark brown Demon Beast hide vest, and brown pants and boots. It was pretty simple compared to some of the clothes she had seen other nobles wearing.

“You always seem to come to this library when this princess is here.” Lin was trying to keep a polite attitude toward this human, who she knew came from a powerful family, but it was harder than it seemed. He was just… so annoying.

“Not at all,” Marko replied with a ready smile. “I just happen to like this library.”

“And yet you never once came here before this princess started showing up.” Lin knew this to be true because she’d gone to this library with Darling several times back when her body was too weak to maintain a human form and was forced into that of a snake.

“Let us not worry about the small details.” Marko waved a hand through the air as though to ward away a bug. “It looks like something is troubling you. Would you care to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“Are you sure? I may be able to offer useful insight that could help you.”

Lin frowned as she tried to think of a polite way to turn this man’s offer down. She knew he wasn’t a bad person, but she also recognized that he was trying to court her, which she couldn’t abide by. Darling was the only person she wanted courting her. She had already given him the Ring of Marji, the Mark of Marriage. Even if she were inclined to give this man a chance—and she wasn’t—it wouldn’t matter now.

Just as she was thinking of ways to politely turn Marko down, a flash of irritation shot through her mind, but it hadn’t come from her. She glanced down at her chest. There was nothing there, but she could feel something white-hot burning inside of her. If she had to describe it with a color, she would have said it was red.

She realized what this meant.

Darling was irritated.

He was also close by.

Lin looked up as Darling marched over to the table she and Marko were sitting at. His face retained a cool calm, but she could feel the irritation bubbling underneath the surface of his facade. Because she couldn’t look him in the face without feeling embarrassed, Lin could only look away when he glanced at her.

“Marko,” Darling said with a somewhat tired sigh. “Are you really still pining after Lin? I’ve ignored it up to this point, but don’t you think your time would be better spent… I don’t know, finding a woman who is actually interested in you?”

“Eryk Veiger.” Marko stood up from the bench and squared his shoulders as he glared at Darling with eyes like he was challenging him. “I was hoping we would get a chance to meet so soon after returning from the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I believe it is time we finally settled this once and for all.” He pointed at Darling. “I challenge you to a duel! The winner will have the right to court Lin, while the loser has to give up on her!”

A strange silence that felt loud somehow fell over the library. Lin could see everyone else looking at them, but most of her attention was on Darling, who was so annoyed there was a large vein pulsing on his temple. Everyone held their breath. He stared at Marko with half-lidded eyes like he had just heard the stupidest suggestion ever.

Finally…

“Yeah… no,” Darling said. “I refuse to duel with you.”

“What—?!” Marko reeled back for a moment in shock, but then he recovered his wits and glared at Eryk. “Are you afraid of challenging me? Afraid you’re going to lose?”

“Uh, no.” Darling’s tone was decidedly dismissive as he shook his head, the end of his long, green hair wrapped in a leather band swaying behind him. “The problem isn’t that you’re challenging me. I’m willing to take you on any time.”

“And yet you are refusing to accept my challenge now,” Marko said with a snort. “Sounds like cowardice to me.”

Darling sighed as he reached up and toyed with one of his bangs before sweeping his hair back. “It’s not the challenge that’s the problem. It’s why you are challenging me. You seem to think that you can challenge me for the right to court Lin. You don’t seem to understand that the right to court her is not up to you or me. The only person who has the right to decide who Lin can be with is Lin herself, and she made her choice several months ago.”

Darling shook his head as though pitying Marko, whose face turned an ugly shade of puce.

“Also, doesn’t the idea of challenging someone for the right to court another person seem wrong to you? By accepting this idea that you can challenge me for Lin’s affection, you are assuming she would willingly give her affection to whoever wins. You aren’t even taking how she feels into account. It’s like you believe Lin is an object or a trophy that you can win just by defeating me, but she isn’t either of those. Lin is a person.” Finally narrowing his eyes, Darling raised a hand and pointed at Marko, who bumped into the table when he took a step back. “I would never accept the challenge from someone who would so blatantly disregard the thoughts and feelings of the person he claims to love!”

“That… that… uuuuh…” Marko was unable to speak. His mouth flapped open and closed, but the only sounds coming out were monosyllables.

Darling looked at Lin. “Lin… do you want this man to court you?”

“No,” Lin said right away.

Marko paled.

“I see. And do you appreciate his attempts at courting you?” Darling continued.

“Of course not. It’s annoying.”

He went paler still.

“Lin… what am I to you?” asked Darling.

“You are…” Lin paused as she recalled what happened last night. Oh, no. Her cheeks were turning red again! Doing her best to shove aside her embarrassment, she coughed into her hand and spoke again. “Y-you are this princess’s darling. Her husband. She bound herself to you through the Ring of Marji of her own free will. There is no one else in the world who this princess wants to be with but you.”

Darling nodded several times as he turned to look back at the now pale and shaking Marko. He wasn’t exuding an aura of arrogance or condescension, but there was definitely a hint of finality in her Darling’s stare and demeanor. It was as if he was telling the other man to back off with nothing more than eye contact.

“There you have it,” he said. “It doesn’t matter what you do, or how hard you try. Lin made her choice to be with me long before you ever came into the picture. I’d like to ask that you respect her wishes and stop bothering her.”

Marko shivered for several seconds, face drained of blood, shoulders shaking; then he seemed to suck all those emotions back into himself. The haughty exterior returned, though it seemed more like a broken facade than a true reflection of his feelings.

“W-well met!” he thundered. “It seems I have underestimated you! Ha! Ha ha ha ha! However, d-do not think I have given up! I will train myself even harder to become a more suitable husband for Lin than you! Then I will come back and challenge you again, so just you wait for me!”

After shouting all that with the bravado of a sore loser, Marko raced out of the library at neck-breaking speed. She and Darling watched him go. Her ears twitched a little when several of the people inside of the library began talking about what they had just witnessed, but all those conversations meant nothing when Darling turned his gaze on her.

“Lin.” He extended his hand. “Would you like to have lunch with me?”

“Ah.”

Lin was hesitant to reach out. She still remembered last night, and it made her cheeks feel all kinds of hot, but then she thought about what had just happened, and about her answers to Eryk’s questions. If she couldn’t overcome this small issue, then how could she expect to be a good wife?

“O-okay,” Lin said, placing her dainty hand in Darling’s larger and more calloused one.

“Great.” Darling’s smile made her cheeks grow even warmer. “Let’s get some food, and then find a quiet place where we can talk.”


Chapter 3

Lin’s First Time




“Thank you for your purchase!” the shopkeeper said as I bought a container of grilled drumsticks. They weren’t anything special, just chicken drumsticks grilled over an open flame and lightly seasoned with pepper, salt, and vinegar.

After handing the man some valis, I took the container—a simple wood box with parchment on the bottom—in hand and traveled with Lin to a park. It was the same park that we had gone to several times as a group. Because of the time of day, most people were working, so it was a little vacant, but that suited me perfectly. I sat underneath a white gazebo with a round table and benches made of stone.

“We should dig in while the food is still hot,” I said to Lin.

“Right…”

As Lin sat opposite of me, I studied her carefully as she took a drumstick and began nibbling on it. The fact that she was nibbling said a lot. Lin normally ate drumsticks whole, bone and all. She looked up as she continued eating, caught me staring at her, then looked away.

“I-is there something on this princess’s face?” she asked.

Instead of answering her immediately, I grabbed a drumstick and began eating myself, studying the way her cheeks darkened in hue the longer I kept my eyes on her. She was blushing. That was a rare occurrence, but as I thought about what happened last night, the answer slowly came to me.

“Last night was a true full moon,” I said.

“Ah… y-yeah, it was, wasn’t it?” Lin looked like she was trying to pretend she didn’t know where I was going with this.

“You know,” I continued, “there are certain races whose bodies are affected by a true full moon. It’s said that during this time, their animalistic instincts become harder to ignore. I’ve heard that among Lamia, the true full moon is a powerful symbol of fertility, and that during the time of a true full moon, their desire to procreate becomes especially strong. This can cause them to lose control over their ability to think straight and even their physical strength.”

As I spoke, Lin’s expression became more and more slack-jawed, until her mouth was hanging open so wide, I could have probably fit the entire container of drumsticks inside of it.

“That’s… how did you…?”

I shrugged. “I know more about Lamia than most people in Nevaria or even the Endless Desert. Honestly, I should have realized what was happening sooner. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking about how the waxing and waning of the moons could affect you.”

“N-no. You don’t have to apologize!” Lin slapped her hands on the table as she stood up. “If anything, this princess is the one who should be saying sorry. Big Sister was telling her about the night you two shared, and she got so excited thinking about how her first night with you would be that she lost control of herself. This whole situation is this princess’s fault. Not yours.”

Oh. I see. Now I understood.

It was true that Lamia became friskier during the night of a true full moon, but most of them learned how to cope with that by finding activities that helped take the edge off. The Lamia who belonged to Brave Vesperia would spend those nights training far from civilization. Lin, on the other hand, had been hearing stories from Kari about our first time together. She was already hot and bothered thinking about that, so when the true full moon came out that night, she hadn’t been able to resist her own animalistic impulse to mate.

I thought about what I could do to help Lin. She was obviously embarrassed about last night, but I didn’t want her to feel ashamed over something that wasn’t really her fault. After thinking about it for a moment, I decided to just do whatever felt natural.

“After we finish eating, let’s walk around Nevaria for a while,” I suggested.

“Hm? Okay.” Lin tilted her head, but then she nodded even as her face morphed into a confused frown.

She sat back down and began nibbling once more. I shook my head as I began eating again too. Once we finished, the two of us set off.

I wasn’t really sure what Lin liked to do since, outside of when I was helping her study, training her, or shopping with her and Fay and Kari, we never did a whole lot. I’d been so busy that she and I just hadn’t been able to spend time alone together like this. It was something I felt slightly ashamed of. But it was also something that couldn’t be helped.

My lack of ideas on what we could do together was probably why I took her to the Merchant District.

While we weren’t doing much more than wandering, Lin seemed to enjoy our time together. Her eyes would sparkle as we passed stalls selling jewelry. Come to think of it, I once heard a rumor that Lamia loved all things shiny, which was why the few Lamia I’d seen in Midgard wore jewelry to accent their skimpy clothing. Even the Lamia in the Endless Desert wore jewelry, and they went around naked.

As we went around the stalls, Lin stopped at one particular stall that was selling hair ornaments. Most of them were simple. They were made of metal and consisted primarily of floral designs, but there were a few half-moon and crescent-moon-shaped ornaments as well. I even saw one that looked like a snake.

“Which one of these do you like the most?” I asked Lin as she traced her eyes back and forth across the ornaments on display.

“This princess… likes this one the best.” Lin pointed to a golden crescent-moon-shaped hair ornament. I could tell right away that it was merely gold plated. It wasn’t anything particularly special or well made, but… well, I supposed it would be fine.

“Can I buy that please?” I asked the stall owner, pointing at the ornament Lin had just expressed an interest in.

“Of course!” The somewhat beefy woman behind the stall grinned. “That’ll be 3,500 valis.”

“Darling?”

I flashed the shocked Lin a smile as I paid the woman and received the hair ornament. Turning to Lin, I moved a little closer and reached out with both hands. I cupped her left cheek with one hand and used the other to fasten the hair ornament in place. It was a simple clip ornament that used magnets as a sort of clamp to keep it from falling off. I placed it at an angle just short of the crown of her head.

“There.” Grinning at the still-confused Lamia, I said, “It looks good on you.”

Lin looked like a block of ice as she stood there, befuddled. However, as that ice thawed, she reached up and placed a hand on the ornament. Her cheeks were growing darker, which I felt complemented the warm smile that sprang to her lips.

“Thank you, Darling,” Lin said, voice soft.

My response was to hold out my hand. “Let’s keep walking around. It’s rare for us to spend time together like this, so we should enjoy ourselves.”

“Yes!” Lin’s joyous appearance remained in place as she took my hand. Together, we walked off—well, except Lin didn’t actually walk because she didn’t have legs.
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While I would never call dinner with the empress and her family a lively affair, it was awfully crowded. We ate in the informal dining room—me, Kari, Fay, Lin, Empress Hilda, Rainer, Dante, Valence, Earland, Mykkel, and Geirolf. Eleven people were a lot to have at one table. Of course, the table was long enough to accommodate us all, but it still felt like there were too many people.

Then again, I was used to dinner being just Lin and me. Maybe I was the weird one for thinking this odd?

Dinner often consisted of Geirolf trying to pick fights with me, Mykkel discussing battle tactics with Rainer, Dante cracking jokes, and the others acting somewhere in between, all the while Empress Hilda smiled and watched as though seeing how we acted amused her. Sometimes she would talk, but most of the time she only listened.

“That’s a lovely hair ornament,” Kari complimented Lin on her new accessory.

“Thank you!” Lin’s beaming smile was like rays of sunlight punching a hole through dark storm clouds. “Darling bought it for this princess today when we were wandering around Nevaria.”

“It looks good. I think it complements you very well.”

“Eheheheh… Do you really think so?”

Dinner that evening was roasted lamb with stewed vegetables and parsley. The lamb was of a thicker than average cut, the flavor robust, and the fat melted in my mouth as I tried to shift my attention from Geirolf’s pontificating to the conversation between the girls. Lin seemed embarrassed but happy as Kari complimented her new hair ornament.

“Does that mean you are feeling better?” asked Fay. “You were acting very strange last night and this morning.”

“Ah!” Lin released a little gasp as heat sprang to her cheeks. “This princess is very sorry about that. She didn’t mean to worry you, but she’s okay now.”

“I’m glad you are feeling better then.” As Fay nodded resolutely, not thinking further on the subject now that it seemed Lin was okay, Kari glanced at me. When she made eye contact, I sighed and nodded. Her eyes lit up just a little as she nodded back.

It looked like Kari had seen right through me.

Dinner continued as usual. After we finished eating, the servants took our plates away and everyone stood up.

“Eryk,” Mykkel said suddenly. “I was hoping we could discuss battle formations now that we’ve all been fed; I’d like to increase my knowledge, and you are very knowledgeable on tactics and formations that can be used in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

I sent Kari’s second eldest brother an apologetic smile. “Sorry, but I have a prior engagement tonight.”

“Is that so?” He glanced at me, then at Kari, apparently coming to the conclusion that she and I were doing something. “I see. Some other time then.”

“Some other time,” I agreed.

“When you two have that discussion, be sure to let me know,” Rainer intruded with a polite smile. “I would also like to take part. I feel like it would be an enlightening conversation.”

“Of course,” I replied easily enough.

Everyone vacated the room and went their separate ways. Geirolf traveled to the courtyard, Earland the library, and Mykkel went off with his father, Rainer, to do something—I didn’t care to know what. Dante said he had some things to do, and Valence just followed Empress Hilda as she said something about having paperwork that she needed to look over, ever the watchful bodyguard. That left the four of us on our own.

“What should we do now?” asked Fay with a glance at Kari. “Travel to your room, or should we consider getting in some light exercise before bed?”

“Actually, Fay, I was thinking of sparring with you.” Kari grabbed her friend’s hand. “You and I have been sparring mostly against Eryk, but I feel like he’s just so overwhelmingly powerful that it’s hard to measure my own strength. I believe you and I are closer in strength, so would you mind sparring with me?”

“Well, I don’t mind, but…” Fay glanced at me and Lin with a small frown, her eyes conflicted. I didn’t think she knew what my plans were. Fay was kind of naive when it came to—how should I put it?—adult matters.

I smiled at her. “I think that’s a great idea. It’s good to spar with people who are comparable to you in strength. Also, it will help you learn more about each other’s fighting styles, making you more effective when you fight together.”

“That does make sense.” Fay nodded in agreement. “Then I suppose that means we will see you two a little later.”

“Have fun, you two.” Kari waved at us before dragging Fay down the hall.

“Kari! Quit yanking on me! Why are you in such a rush?”

“Oh, no reason. I’m just excited to see how strong we’ve become.”

“Well… I suppose I understand where you are coming from, but…”

Kari and Fay eventually disappeared around a corner, their voices trailing off in the distance, leaving the two of us alone. I glanced at Lin. The Lamia girl didn’t seem to realize why the two of them had gone off to spar without us.

“Should we not follow them?” asked Lin. “This princess is curious to see a match between Big Sister and Fay.”

“Not right now.” I grabbed her hand. “Actually, I was hoping you and I could spend a bit more time together by ourselves.”

“By ourselves?”

“Yes.”

With a tug on her hand, I pulled Lin along, traveling down a series of corridors, up a set of stairs, and onto the second floor of the east wing. My own bedroom door was gone, so I opened the door to an unused bedroom and gestured for Lin to precede me. I entered after her and then closed the door. After securing the door—in other words, locking it—I turned back to Lin.

Lin didn’t have that many outfits to wear. The red wrap that covered her breasts and formed an X-pattern along her back and chest followed by the simple wrap-around skirt that tied at one end was all she had. Lin didn’t seem to want anything else. I had once offered to take her shopping for more clothes, but she had merely shuddered at the idea and said she’d rather not.

I never asked again.

“Darling? What was it that you wanted to speak with this princess about?”

“Why don’t we sit down first?” I suggested.

Lin frowned at me but nodded anyway. “Very well.”

As she and I sat down on the simple bed, which was a lot smaller than mine or the one Kari slept in with Lin and Fay, I suddenly felt like my stomach was doing backflips. My skin had also broken into a slight sweat. The palpitations of my heart sounded loud in my ears, and I could have sworn it was slamming against my ribcage. It was quite odd for me to feel this nervous.

“Darling?”

I took a deep breath and turned my entire body to face Lin. Her dark red clothes complemented her darker skin tone, and because the clothing was so light, I could see how the nipples of her modest breasts poked through the fabric. The skirt hid everything important, but I remembered how her smooth sex looked from the times she’d glided around my house naked.

“Lin…”

I was wondering how I should do this. Should I just come out and ask her? Was that appropriate? I’d never propositioned Kari before. Our first time together just sort of happened, and we’d never felt the need to ask for permission afterward. She was usually the one who made all the advances anyway. Even in this time, Kari had been the one to proposition me, showing that some things just never changed.

“What is it?” asked Lin.

“Do you… I mean…” I scratched my head and struggled to get the words out, but they wouldn’t come. Even so, I knew that nothing would change if I didn’t change it. Taking another deep breath, I asked, “Will you sleep with me tonight?”

There was a moment of silence as Lin stared at me, blinking her uncomprehending eyes several times. It took her a while. I could almost see her replaying my question in her head as she tried to figure out what I meant.

“By sleep with you, do you mean… you wish to mate with this princess?” asked Lin, her voice tentative and small. It reminded me of the voice she used back when I couldn’t let her go outside, when she’d been forced to remain indoors and not reveal herself to anyone.

“Yes.” A single-word answer was all I could give.

Lin hesitated again. “Right now?”

I nodded. “Right now.”

Placing her hands on her lap, or what constituted a lap among Lamia, Lin bit her lip and looked at how her fingers were clutching the fabric of her skirt. They were shaking. I looked back at Lin’s face to see her eyes had scrunched up like she was crying, though no tears fell from her eyes because Lamia did not have tear ducts like humans did.

“Lin?”

“You… really want me?”

Lin’s emotional response confused me, but I decided to go with honesty. “I do.”

“Th-thank goodness,” Lin whispered, her shoulders shaking. “This princess was always worried that you wouldn’t want her. She doesn’t look anything like Fay or Big Sister, and you seem closer to them than you are to her. I always worried that meant you didn’t find this princess appealing, which is why I kept pushing so hard. I’m so… so glad you want me too. It feels like a weight has been lifted off my chest.”

I wondered if Lin even realized she had just referred to herself in the first person as opposed to calling herself “this princess,” but that wasn’t my concern right now. I scooted closer. Now so close that our hips were touching, I reached out with my hands, turned her face toward me, and ran my thumbs across her cheeks.

“Of course, I want you,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I’ve told you this before, but you are really important to me—and yes, you are very pretty. It’s not the same kind of beauty that Kari or Fay have, but you are no less gorgeous than they are.”

“Is that really true?” Lin stared at me with her golden eyes. Her pupils looked nothing like a human’s. The black dot-shaped pupils we humans had were thin slits that ran from the top of her irises to the bottom.

“It is completely true, and I’ll prove it to you right now.”

There was no longer any time to hesitate. If I did, then I was sure Lin would think I had lied to her. I leaned forward and hampered her mouth with my own. Lin’s eyes went wide, but that only lasted for a few seconds before she shut them tight. Soon, she was wrapping her arms around me as she fell backward onto the bed, taking me with her.

Pressed together, our bodies so close I could feel her warmth through my clothes, I pushed my tongue into her mouth. Lin released a gasp-like moan that soon turned into a prolonged, lyrical note as I rubbed her tongue, creating a unique friction that caused saliva to build up in her mouth.

After getting over her own shock, Lin didn’t hesitate to wrap her tongue around mine. A Lamia’s tongue was longer and rougher than a human’s. Lin was able to easily loop her tongue four or five times around mine and then begin caressing it. This was something new. The intense feeling of her rougher and longer tongue sent a jolt through my body.

“Haaahh… D-Dahling… more… thish prinshessh… wantsh more…”

Lin’s words sounded slurred as we stirred up the saliva between us with our tongues. I didn’t respond with words. With one hand holding me up, keeping me from crushing her, I used the other to remove her chest wrap. Now free from their confines, her modest breasts sank to either side of her ribcage as gravity took hold. They were smaller than Fay’s and Kari’s. Her nipples were darker than theirs as well. The sight of her chest caused my mouth to go dry and my cock to twitch in my pants.

I didn’t hesitate to cup one of them in my hand.

“Nnnggg!”

Lin’s released a strangled gasping sound as I pinched and played with her nipple, but it didn’t sound like she was in pain. It was a gasp of pleasure, or so I hoped. I cupped her chest and circled my index finger around her nipple, feeling as it hardened underneath my ministrations, then rolled it between my fingers.

I stopped kissing Lin and moved back. Lin was on the bed, gasping for breath as her long tongue hung out of her mouth. She had tried keeping my tongue from leaving. It was probably a good thing our tongues were so slippery. Escaping had been easy.

I looked down at her chest. Her breasts were a little over two handfuls. I could cup them with my hands, but some of it would spill out. At the same time, they weren’t large. As I wrapped my fingers around them, I squeezed each boob, causing them to bulge from between my fingers. Her nipples became especially pronounced, and I felt an insatiable hunger as I leaned down and began sucking on her left tit.

“Hyaaah!”

I think I must have surprised her, for the sound she released was more startled than anything. I thought it was awfully cute. But I wasn’t so focused on that as I explored her chest. Even though they were smaller than what I was used to, they seemed to be just as sensitive, and in fact, as I switched from licking one breast to the other, the loud “Mmmm!” she released made me wonder if they might be even more sensitive than Kari’s.

“D-Darhing… if you keep… teashing me… I won’t… won’t be able to…”

Her words reminded me that I couldn’t focus all my attention on her boobs, fascinating as they were, so I leaned back again. Lin’s body was now covered in a light layer of sweat and saliva. Her skin had a healthy and vibrant flush to it. I hoped that meant she liked what I’d been doing.

Taking off my shirt and pants, I shucked them aside, sat back on the bed, and removed Lin’s skirt.

Lin’s crotch and the surrounding area looked a lot like human legs. The difference was that there was no gap between her thighs, and her hips shifted into soft scales just below the V of her crotch. Similarly, her smooth sex was located in the same spot it would be on a human, though hers was also surrounded by scales that were even softer than the ones making up her tail. I placed my hand against her somewhat pink scales and applied gentle pressure. They had a strange elasticity to them, a springy softness that surprised me.

“D-Darling?” Lin’s voice came to me, sounding almost shy. “W-when you stare at this princess like that… it makes her feel embarrassed…”

“I’m sorry.” I apologized since that was all I could think to do. “I was just admiring you. You’re incredibly beautiful.”

Lin’s cheeks became almost scarlet. “Th-this princess is happy to hear you say that, though she is also embarrassed.”

Since Lin was lying lengthwise across the bed with her tail hanging off the edge, I moved myself around her tail and leaned down. I placed my hands on either side of her scaled hips and used my thumbs to spread her lips apart. They peeled back easily. Those scales or whatever they were acted more like human skin, and just like a normal human woman, her insides were a soft pink.

I had heard that Lamia were biologically compatible with humans, though pregnancy between humans and Lamia was rare enough so as to be unheard of. Except for their snake tail, scales, and cold-blooded nature, they pretty much were human. I remembered seeing those Lamia in the Endless Desert. They always went around naked, but because of how dangerous they were, I’d never actually paid attention to their genitals.

“D-Darling… please stop staring like that!”

Oops! I was getting caught up in my own thoughts again. I’d better avoid doing that from now on.

“Sorry,” I said.

Leaning down, I traced the edge of her scaled lips with my tongue. The slightly salty flavor also didn’t taste much different from a human’s. It was a little sweet. As I probed her, I did my best to catalog all the differences between Lin’s and Kari’s respective naughty parts. Those scales seemed to protect the inner layer of her vagina, which was where her clit and lips were located. I think these scales were meant to keep her from getting sand in there, but it wasn’t like I was an expert on Lamia biology.

“Haaah… ooooh… Aaaah! Darling! That thing you just did! It’s—aaahn!”

I worked out her clit and began licking it with both the tip and flat of my tongue, mixing up my pace and methods to see what she liked better. Her pussy began producing juices that flowed into my mouth. It didn’t have as much flavor as I expected. She tasted a little like a citrus fruit. I wondered if that acidic taste was natural among Lamia.

Maybe it was thanks to their diet consisting primarily of meat?

As I continued, Lin buried her fingers into my hair and began caressing my scalp as if urging me to continue. She pulled me down until my nose was rubbing against her crotch. I breathed through my nose as I kept pleasuring her, licking, suckling, and rubbing, but then I felt something slowly crawling up my calf, thigh, and finally my back.

It was her tail.

“Daaaaarling!” Her tailed coiled around me as she cried out. “I! I! AAAAAHH!”

For just a moment, Lin’s tail coiled so tightly around me that I thought my spine would snap, but then it loosened just as quickly. I looked up at Lin to find her chest heaving. Her hands let go of my head and fell limply at her sides. I think… she had just orgasmed, but she hadn’t released much of her love juices. I wondered if that was natural. I only had Kari to use as a reference, but she often released quite a bit when she orgasmed. Maybe I was overthinking things.

“Haaaah… Darling… I… mmm… too much… it’s too much… your tongue is driving this princess insane…”

Lin was muttering nonsense. I crawled up the bed until I was lying next to her. After a moment, I placed my hand on her stomach and began rubbing her flat belly. Her smooth skin was so soft and delicate. I loved the way it twitched under my hand. My ministrations seemed to make her come to after a while, and she blinked several times to focus on me.

“Darling?”

“Yes?”

I had just one moment to notice the predatory gleam in her eyes before she somehow sprang up from her lying position and pounced on me. My back hit the bed with a soft wumph! Now hovering over me, she placed her hands on my shoulders as her tail crawled up the bed and moved behind my back, supporting my upper body as the tip of it curled around my stomach.

“Mate… I want to mate… now.” Lin breathed heavily as she spoke. Her shoulders and chest were heaving, skin covered in sweat, glistening magnificently in the moonlight. “Can we?”

“That’s what we’re doing,” I said.

“M’kay. Good.”

She didn’t seem to be much for words right now. Lin spread my legs apart and fit herself between them. This was different. I think normally I’d be the one between someone’s legs, but Lin didn’t have legs. Now with one hand on my left leg and the other on my right shoulder, she lined my shaft up with her entrance. A small trickle of her juices flowed onto my head as my dick spread her scaled lips. Then she slowly pushed herself down.

“Ooohh!”

I didn’t know if that noise came from me or Lin, but as my dick slowly disappeared inside of her, the sensation transmitted from it sent a jolt of lightning straight to my brain. This felt different than Kari. Way different. Lin’s insides were a bit cold, possibly because she was cold-blooded, but she was also undeniably soft and pliable. She conformed to me as though her vagina were a mold. For some reason, the coldness of her wet but soft walls increased the stimulation I felt.

One thing I noticed was that she was much tighter than Kari. She was so tight, in fact, that entering her was initially painful. It felt like her pussy was a snake slowly strangling my dick. Bad metaphor, I know, but it was the only thing I could think of to describe how tight her small passage was.

“Aahn… haaah… you’re inside.” Lin’s face was scrunched up and turned red as our bodies became connected.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Mmm… this princess is fine,” she said. “It hurts a little less than she thought it would.” She placed her hands on my shoulders and leaned into me as I grabbed her rear end. Her ass was incredibly firm. “P-please give this princess a minute. Sorry, she just needs a moment. It doesn’t hurt much, but it does feel like this princess’s insides are being stretched to their limit…”

“Okay.” I nodded as she pressed her chest against me, her hard nipples rubbing on my skin. It made resisting my impulses difficult. “You feel really amazing, Lin. I don’t think… I’ve ever felt anything quite so tight before.”

“I-is that so? So this princess… she feels good? Eh heh. That makes her happy for some reason.” Lin’s longer than normal ears wiggled up and down as she smiled at me. “This princess is ready. You can move now.”

“All right then.” I took a deep breath as I pushed my hands against her firm backside, fingers sinking into elastic flesh. “Here we go.”

We began moving. It was tougher than I thought it would be, because we had to move from a different angle, and she was tight as fuck. Instead of sliding in and out, it was almost like we were grinding up and down. She used her stomach muscles to help. The way they flexed and shifted like a belly dancer’s mesmerized me. Lin kept a firm grip on my shoulders as she moved, and each time she did, her tight walls would attempt to suck me back in.

“Haaah… haaaah… ahn-haaaah…”

Lin’s breathing had grown irregular as she continued moving. I couldn’t do much but grit my teeth and ride the waves of pleasure running through my body from this position, which made me feel a little helpless. As I was thinking about what to do, I began massaging her ass cheeks, which caused Lin to arc her back and grit her teeth.

“Hnnn?!”

Oh? That was a strong reaction. Did she like that?

Curious, I became more aggressive as I massaged her butt. Lin released several loud moans as a result and some drool even escaped her mouth and trickled down her chin. I felt my mouth go dry. Leaning up, I licked the drool from her chin, then dragged my tongue across her skin, which initiated an intense round of sloppy kissing. Her longer than normal tongue danced around mine in an open-mouthed kiss. I was sure if someone had barged in, they would have seen our saliva-coated tongues glistening in the space between our mouths as she entwined hers around mine like a snake coiling around prey.

Feeling more confident, I slid my fingers down her smooth butt crack and pried her cheeks apart before inserting my finger into her ass.

“Eek! That’s—what are you doing… to this princess’s butt?!”

“You seem to like this. Does it not feel good?”

I worried for a moment that maybe I had hurt her, but as my finger became buried up to my knuckle inside of her asshole, her walls around my shaft tightened. I looked down and observed how she visibly convulsed, her clit twitching. The scales surrounding her lips looked like they were pulsating around me.

“Aaaah! Uaaah! Aaaahn! N-no way! This feeling is—haaaah! Hiiii!”

Lin’s eyes were just barely open. Her half-lidded golden eyes were glazed over as she opened her mouth, revealing both her sharp fangs and long tongue. The undulations of her hips and stomach increased as I began pumping my finger into her. It was like the motion of my finger was spurring her on.

Her ass was definitely sensitive.

Suddenly lunging forward, Lin wrapped her arms around my neck as she kissed me for all she was worth. Her long tongue penetrated my mouth and began playing with me. As the movement of her stomach and hips became even wilder, her tail coiled around my body and tightened, but either she was controlling her strength, or she just couldn’t muster any strength because of the feelings coursing through her. Rather than bone-breaking, this felt more like a lover’s embrace.

As our lovemaking continued, a bright glow flared to life in the center of Lin’s chest. I couldn’t look down because her tongue was buried inside my mouth, saliva dripping down our chins and chests, mixing our sweat as we rubbed our bodies together. I didn’t have a chance to pay attention to the light.

“Ng! Ah! Ah! AAAHHH!”

All at once, Lin’s entire body and insides grew stiff. It felt like she was milking me, like her walls had suddenly become a vice that was attempting to forcefully extract my cum. It was too much. I had no control over my orgasm as I shot several loads inside of her. I gritted my teeth as Lin stopped kissing me and bit down on my shoulder, which only made my body contract as I squeezed her ass cheeks harder than before.

One moment passed. Then two. Lin’s body twitched and spasmed several times in my arms before she went slack, even her tail. Slumping into my chest, she took several long, deep breaths as though she was struggling for oxygen, though I wasn’t much better.

“Darling…” Lin suddenly said.

“Yes?”

She looked up at me with hooded eyes. “Do you remember when this princess told you that Lamia make love all night long?”

“Er…”

Lin leaned back and placed her hands on my shoulders. My dick was pretty flaccid, but she rubbed her wet and puffy lips against it and soon brought it to full hardness again. Her eyes were sharp almost like a predator’s, but there was a glazed-over quality to them that made it seem as if she was lost in a haze.

“This princess is going to show you just what she meant by that,” Lin said, voice husky.

Lin began making love to me again, and I had the briefest concern about whether or not I’d be able to keep up with her.

Then her tail coiled around me, and I became lost in the loving embrace and powerful eroticism that was Lin.


Chapter 4

Another Expidition




One year. 567 days. A lot could happen within that frame of time.

The process of getting our sect registered did not take long thanks to Erica, who brought up the matter at her earliest convenience—the sect meeting several days after we notified her of our decision, in fact. With the motion being seconded by Tungsten, our comrade and the leader of the largest sect among the six, Brave Vesperia became an officially recognized sect within just a few days’ time.

There were naturally a few kinks that we needed to work out after the official formation of our sect. Our base of operations when we had been the Explorers Guild was Vesperia, but that city had been annihilated and no one could afford to expend any effort to rebuild it. No one had the money to rebuild an entire city when the war with the Sekbeists was still ongoing.

We set up a base in Capistrana. Our reasons were twofold.

One: Capistrana was the closest city to Vesparia.

Two: The Sekbeists who invaded Vesparia were still located deep within the Northern Mountains.

Our goal was to seek out and destroy every trace of the Sekbeists within the area. We were after revenge, and Kari and I often took several squadrons into the mountains for the sole purpose of eradicating any Sekbeist element we could find.

There were limits to how far into the mountains we could go. This mountain range was home to the Dragons, a race of giant reptilian monsters that many often mistook for Demon Beasts, but they were different. Dragons could supposedly speak the human tongue. At least, that was what I’d been told by the others. However, no one had seen a Dragon for several millennia since they were such a secular race. Who knew if what I’d been taught was even true?

Because we were no longer the Explorers Guild, several of our sect mates decided not to join. I think even if we had retained our primary purpose as explorers of ancient ruins, they still would have declined, given that the Sekbeists could only open Warp Gates from those ruins. The danger level that came with dungeon delving was simply astronomical for noncombatants now.

Of the members who survived, only three remained with us: Axel, Felicia, and Markus.

Since our mandate had changed from exploring ruins to combating the numerous threats—including the Sekbeists—the jobs people offered us also changed. We offered protection details for caravans, the subjugation of Demon Beasts, and of course, the defense of cities under siege from the Sekbeists.

Most of our quests came from Erica and Tungsten. They knew of the strength Kari and I possessed, so they made good use of us to help root out and eradicate Sekbeists wherever they were found. As the number of quests we successfully completed grew, so too did the number of people looking to join our sect. We didn’t accept everyone. Since our group took on dangerous assignments, we only accepted people who proved themselves in combat by lasting at least five minutes with either Kari or myself.

Around 80% of the people who attempted to join us failed.

There were a few surprises. After our sect became famous despite its small size, several Dweorgs joined us. There were six in total. Each one said they couldn’t just go back to life as they knew it. They, like us, wanted to get revenge on the Sekbeists.

There was Gilm, a powerful warrior who wielded a battleaxe bigger than he was; Bul, whose kin had been slain during the ransacking of the mountain palace; Sundur, a well-known blacksmith and the one who’d made the weapons and armor that Kari and I now wielded; Immig, a Rune Master who specialized in creating and using rune-enhanced weapons; Nosaim, a bare-knuckle brawler who had enough physical strength to destroy a building with a single punch; and Gladar, the only person I had ever met who could dual wield polearms. He wielded the nearly two-meter-long weapons in each hand as if they were daggers.

According to them, the Dweorgs were trying to return to their normal way of life, to move on and rebuild, which was why they had left. Until the Sekbeists were gone, they couldn’t bring themselves to return to how things used to be.

I got along with Sundur best. He and I could speak for hours about weapons and armor enhancements. Thanks to him, all our members were equipped with the very best weapons and armor we could give them.

We didn’t have any mythril. That didn’t exist in this realm. Even so, Sundur had been able to substitute mythril by using the hide of a Metallica—an A-Rank Demon Beast with an alloy shell that was nearly as strong. The metal made from a Metallica was called adamantite. It was the strongest substance on Miðgarðr as far as anyone knew, but it wasn’t used in smithing because humans lacked the techniques and technology needed to smelt it.

Sundur was perfectly capable of smelting the ridiculously tough alloy.

Among the Dweorgs, Kari preferred talking to Immig, which I believed stemmed from her interest in runes. According to Immig, runes were the magic of his people. They used runes to enhance their armor, create elemental attacks similar to Spiritual Techniques, and even bend time and space. The Warp Gates that all the sects of Midgard used were basically mock-ups of the Warp Gates his people had created to travel between worlds. They were, in his words, “something so simple even a Dweorgling was capable of building it.”

“There be nine realms: Miðgarðr, the world of the humans; Niðavellir, home of us Dweorg; Útgarðar, where the lightning giants, the Lintilskudd, dwell; Ljosalfheim, home of the Ljósálfar, the light alves; Rikevrann, primordial realm of fire; Sfærevann, primordial realm of water; Mørkeverden, the dark realm where it’s been said that the dead dwell; Vindenket, home of the dragon kin, the Drakvar; and the last realm, Gudeverdenen, the realm of the Guddomelig, the so-called God Race.”

At that moment, Kari and I were seated on a sofa, sharing food and drink with Immig, who was telling us about the nine realms. Our food was a combination of various finger foods. We had a number of bread varieties, cheeses, and meats. Most of the meat was smoked with unique charcoal to lend it a robust flavor. We were drinking a light blend of tea. Except for Immig, who had a large mug of black coffee sitting before him.

“Seven o’ these nine realms corresponds to a different element: Earth, lightning, light, fire, water, darkness, and wind.” As he spoke, Immig held up his fingers, counting them on his hands. “The only two realms that de not correspond te a specific element are Miðgarðr and Gudeverdenen. Humans are not truly aligned with any element. Meanwhile, the Guddomelig are a race of gods. I’ve heard that the God Race can use Spiritual Techniques the likes which only a few among the other races can use. They can bend the very concepts of heaven and earth te their whims—or so it’s been said.”

As Immig stopped speaking to take a drink of his coffee, Kari leaned forward with a keen look of interest. “How do the nine realms work in regards to each other? I know you can create Warp Gates to travel between realms, but I have no idea how to picture the way in which these realms interact.”

“Hmm…” Immig hummed for a moment before smacking his lips. “Imagine the nine realms like ye would an inverted serving plate.”

“A serving plate?” I blinked.

“A serving plate, but inverted,” Immig confirmed with a nod. “Ye have Miðgarðr, which is the smallest plate, down at the bottom. Following Miðgarðr is Niðavellir, then Útgarðar, Ljosalfheim, Rikevrann, Sfærevann, Mørkeverden, Vindenket, and finally, Gudeverdenen. Each realm above is larger than the realm below. It would be like if ye inverted this serving plate here. Now, this be just a rumor, mind ye, but I’ve heard that each higher realm is two times larger than the realm below it.”

I looked at the serving plate sitting on the table, which had three tiers of round plates floating above each other, held up by a pole in the middle. With that information in mind, I tried to imagine how nine realms would look reversed and stacked on top of each other like that. Needless to say, the image of several flat realms floating above each other seemed rather far-fetched.

“I’m assuming you don’t mean the realms are flat but are using the reference of plates as a sort of metaphor,” Kari said.

“Indeed. Ye are correct, lass.” Immig stroked his beard. “Realms are, o’ course, round. However, it is good te imagine the nine realms as plates stacked on top o’ each other. Makes visualizin’ how it all works easier.”

“How do the Warp Gates allow people to travel between realms?” I asked.

“Hmm… Warp Gates are tricky business,” Immig admitted. “Even I’m not so sure about the mechanics behind them, but I do know enough te understand the basics. Fer example, the reason humans can’t or shouldn’t be able te travel te another realm is because they are beings of the lowest realm. Beings from a realm below cannot travel te the realms above them. A Dweorg like meself could never travel to Útgarðar because I am a being from the level beneath it, but I can travel to Miðgarðr. The only beings who are able to travel freely to realms above them are the Great Overlords—rare existences who somehow gained unnatural power.”

“I see.”

I cupped a hand to my chin and thought about that. Hreidmar had once said that the reason Kari, Erica, and Tungsten had been able to travel to Niðavellir was because of my presence, meaning I was an existence higher than the Dweorgs—or at least half an existence higher. I wasn’t really sure how that all worked. I also didn’t know how I’d been able to take the others with me, though part of me assumed no one knew it was possible because no one had actually tried.

“That sounds incredibly interesting,” Kari said, clasping her hands together. Her eyes were sparkling again. “I would very much like to visit and explore these other realms.”

“Good luck with that,” Immig said with a shake of his head. “I don’t even know how ye managed te reach our realm, though I guess if yer man could bring ye te ours, he can get ye te the other ones too.”

When Kari suddenly turned her gaze to me, I shook my head and waved my hands. “Don’t look at me like that. I don’t even know how to activate the Warp Gates, much less travel to other realms.”

“I’m sure we can figure something out together.” Kari was beaming at me. “Once the war is over, you and I can—hurk!”

Kari suddenly clapped a hand to her mouth as her face turned green. Before I could ask what was wrong, she bolted from the red leather sofa and rushed to a door on the far side of the study. It was a private toilet. This area we were in was technically my office, though Kari was the one who used it more often than not. While the room itself was sparsely decorated, it did have several large bookshelves and a lot of books.

“That was odd,” Immig muttered.

“I’d better go check on her.”

Grunting as I stood up, I left Immig to finish his coffee and wandered over to the toilet. As I reached the door, the loud sound of retching echoed from the other side, causing me to pause with my hand halfway to the doorknob. It sounded like Kari was puking out her lungs.

“Kari? I’m coming in.”

The door was unlocked. I opened it and stepped inside, where I immediately zeroed in on the toilet—or rather, the woman leaning over it. Kari’s golden blonde hair was shielding her face from me. She had a hand under it to try and keep her hair out of her face as she vomited. From inside the bathroom, her retching sounded several decibels louder and about a hundred times more disgusting.

I didn’t say anything at first, instead choosing to kneel beside Kari and rub her back with one hand while helping to keep her hair from her face with the other. That was really all I could do. As I wondered whether or not she was sick, the woman continued releasing the contents of her stomach into the toilet. The acrid scent of vomit filled the air. I ignored it.

“Haaah… haaaah… ugh…”

“You okay?” I asked Kari as she stopped puking.

“I… I think so,” Kari mumbled, still leaning over the toilet. “I just suddenly felt really sick.”

“Do you think you have a fever? Maybe we should check in with a water Spiritualist.”

“No.” Kari shook her head. “I don’t think that is it. I actually have an idea about why I feel so sick.”

“Oh? What is it?”

I personally couldn’t think of any reason for her to feel like this myself outside of being sick, but when I really thought about it, neither Kari nor I had ever been sick before. Spiritualists had powerful bodies. While we weren’t immune to sickness, we had a strong resistance to disease. The more powerful the Spiritualist, the stronger their resistance.

Kari and I were pretty strong.

“I missed my last period,” Kari admitted.

“Oh, I see.” I nodded along. “You missed your last period, so—wait. What?”

Leaning away from the toilet, Kari gave me a wan smile. “Do you remember how I told you we women have a special Spiritual Technique that stops us from getting pregnant? It relies on channeling Spiritual Power during sex and using the movements of sex to create a barrier that prevents us from getting pregnant. It’s a passive technique that generally activates on its own. Well… a while ago, I decided to stop using it.”

“How long is a while ago?” I asked.

Kari shrugged. “About three months.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me this?” When all Kari did was blush, I ran a hand through my hair. “So… you are pregnant?”

“I think the chances are very high.”

Taking several deep breaths, I tried to think about this situation logically, but I really had no idea what to do. I’d never considered myself father material. Heck, I didn’t have a father or even a remotely fatherly figure in my life. I’d never had one. That being the case, I couldn’t see myself being a good dad. At the same time, if Kari really was pregnant…

“Can I ask why you decided to stop using that anti-pregnancy technique?” I asked.

“I… I just wanted to have a child,” Kari admitted while looking away. “It’s something I’ve been thinking about ever since we returned from Niðavellir. I remember bringing it up with you once… but you turned the idea down without a second thought. I know you’ve never had a father or father figure in your life. I knew you didn’t want to be a parent, so I thought we’d just argue if I brought it up again.”

Well, she had me there. I had always been against the idea of having kids, and while she had brought it up once before, I rejected the idea without giving it a second thought. Kari was also pretty impulsive when it came to certain matters. I was sure she’d gone with the “I can always apologize later” thought process when she made this decision.

“What am I going to do with you?” I muttered with a sigh.

“Um, I’m sorry,” Kari murmured. “I should have consulted with you about this first.”

“You definitely should have.” Kari flinched, and I felt the tension in my shoulders ease slightly when I saw how repentant she looked. I could never stay mad at her for anything. “But… well, what’s done is done. I’d like you to get a check-up to see how far along you are. Also, your absence is going to leave a hole in our fighting strength, so we’ll need to accommodate for that since you can’t fight while pregnant.”

“I… I didn’t think of that,” Kari admitted.

“Yeah. I figured that.”

As I began thinking of all the things we would need to do now that Kari was pregnant—if she was indeed pregnant—I couldn’t help but release a sigh.

I really didn’t want a kid.

[image: ]




The loud clang of metal echoed around the courtyard as Kari and Fay locked weapons. Gauntlet met ranseur in a flurry of sparks and squealing metal, but then the two jumped back and almost seemed to disappear at the exact same time. That was the Flash Step at work. A series of loud clangs—metal clashing, steel ringing—resounded across the courtyard several more times as the two would slow down to attack, speed up as they used the Flash Step, and then slow down again.

To the average eye, it would have looked like two people disappearing and reappearing in different locations as they fought like their lives depended on it.

I watched from the sidelines as Kari and Fay sparred with each other using nothing but weapons and the Flash Step, taking careful note of how well they moved and their attack patterns. They had improved greatly in their use of the Flash Step. It looked like they had completely mastered Stage One, which meant it was about time to teach them Stage Two.

A few days passed by slowly. It was almost shocking. The over twenty-something days I had spent in the Demon Beast Mountain Range seemed to have gone by in the literal blink of an eye, but barely five days had passed in Nevaria and it felt like forever. I wasn’t going to complain though. These past few days had been nice, relaxing, and altogether pleasant.

Most of my time was spent either training myself, helping Kari and Fay train, or working with Lin on her studies. Sometimes Lin would join the two girls in training, but she seemed to lose interest as time went on. Of course, being a Lamia, her strength and Spiritual Power increased naturally with her age, though I still felt like she should work on mastering her abilities through training.

Clang! Clang! Clangclangclang!

Several loud noises forced my attention back to Kari and Fay. I stroked Lin’s hair as Fay lashed out with a series of powerful punches that used the rotation of her entire torso to generate incredible force. Kari had no choice but to back away. A ranseur was meant to be used at a certain range and couldn’t attack from up close, which gave Fay a unique advantage in close-quarters combat.

Despite being disadvantaged, Kari was unwilling to admit defeat as she used the shaft of her weapon to deflect Fay’s blows, one hand near the blade and the other near the base. A punch to the right was deflected when Kari spun the ranseur around. Fay retracted her fist, then threw out her other fist, but Kari rotated her ranseur in the opposite direction and countered that too. The force of her counter was such that her opponent stumbled away, giving her time to distance herself before going on the offensive.

“This is nice,” Lin murmured softly as I continued running my fingers through her hair.

“I’m glad you are enjoying it,” I said with a genial smile as I looked down at Lin. The Lamia girl was lying on the ground, but her head was in my lap. The gentle thumping of her tail couldn’t be heard over the din of battle, but I could see it when I turned my head. “You’ve looked like you have been feeling a little down lately.”
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I hadn’t had sex with either Lin or Kari since our first nights together, but it wasn’t like we hadn’t been enjoying each other’s company. Both of them were affectionate. Lin would often snuggle up to me under the guise of keeping warm, while Kari wouldn’t even bother creating a justification to nestle herself against me.

I did wonder if I should be more forward. Both of them had given themselves to me, so I felt like I could afford to be bolder, but then I would think about how Fay and I hadn’t slept together yet and pull back. Part of me wondered if it was okay to sleep with Lin and Kari but not her. I was marrying all three of them, so it didn’t seem right, but at the same time…

“This princess… might be feeling a little homesick,” Lin admitted softly. She shifted around until she was lying on her back instead of her side. Now looking at me with vibrant golden eyes, she continued speaking. “She has been dreaming about her home lately. It has been making her feel down. Just a little.”

Lin had been experiencing strange dreams ever since I first slept with her. Unlike Kari, who always forgot hers upon waking, Lin remembered all of them. The first time she’d woken up, Lin had screamed and nearly smacked me with her tail. I’d been surprised by her panic. But it seemed she’d been having a dream of being attacked and killed by a herd of wild boars.

I immediately noticed the strange mark on her chest. The symbols were intimately familiar to me. Kari gained these symbols on her chest whenever we had sex, both in this life and in my previous life. However, they always disappeared immediately after she orgasmed. The ones on Lin’s chest were a bold black and remained visible even now.

I wondered why Lin’s were sticking around but Kari’s had not. Was there something special about her? Was it because she was a Lamia? Maybe the Ring of Marji that she had given me had something to do with it? Questions. I had so many questions and not a single answer.

Lin, Kari, and Fay had also expressed shock when they saw the runes on Lin’s chest. Kari had spent an entire day going through the library to see if she could find out what the runes were. She hadn’t found anything, though, which vexed the young woman immensely.

The symbols looked sort of like a rune array. It vaguely reminded me of a combination of Gebo, Fehu, and Uruz. Gebo meant partnership or gift. It was a symbol of true partnership, which could only consist of two independent and healthy people that preserved their own independence but were also in union. Fehu was the rune of fulfillment. This could mean many things from satisfied ambitions to a fulfilled love. The last rune, Uruz, meant power, manhood, and femininity. It was the rune of termination and new beginnings. I did not know what this rune meant in context to Lin, but it could have meant her old life had been left behind and a new one with me was starting.

But all this was just my interpretation based on what I knew of runes.

“Your home is the Endless Desert, right?”

“Yes.”

I hadn’t even considered traveling into the Endless Desert yet, though I knew I’d have to at some point, but that would only be after the Demon Beast Invasion was repelled, which wouldn’t happen for another year and a half. Still, if Lin was feeling homesick, maybe a quick visit wouldn’t be too much trouble? It was something I would have to think about. The Endless Desert was a big place, so any “visit” we took wouldn’t be quick.

As I thought about whether or not traveling into the Endless Desert was even feasible, and Kari and Fay continued to spar in the courtyard, another figure entered through a corridor on our left. I turned my head to look at Dante. He stopped before Lin and me, looking at the two of us with something of a wry grin.

“You two look comfortable,” he said.

“Mmm. This princess is very comfortable,” Lin replied in a listless voice.

“Is something up?” I asked.

Dante nodded as his lips twitched into a smirk. “There certainly is. I’ve gathered a team to salvage the remains of the Giant Rock Golem you fought. How do you feel about going on a little expedition?”
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It seemed this expedition consisted of an entire caravan. When Kari, Fay, Lin, and I arrived at the gate leading to the Demon Beast Mountain Range, it was to discover more than a dozen carts being pulled by Mastadons waiting at the entrance.

They were standard carts meant for carrying cargo—wood carts with six wheels that were about six meters long. None of them had a tarp to protect them from the weather, but if we were going to salvage something as large as a Giant Rock Golem, then a tarp would only get in the way.

It looked like some of the carts were full already. I could see a few carrying provisions, barrels filled with food, and probably even some that had wine. This was how I used to travel back when I was the sect leader of Brave Vesperia. It was impossible to live off the land with this many people, so having provisions was necessary. An army marched on its stomach, as the old saying went.

Several people were walking around the carts to inspect them. Almost everyone was wearing the leather armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist. When I activated Spiritual Perception, I could see that several men and women were quite strong, though all of them paled in comparison to Kari, Fay, and Lin (who had the most Spiritual Power out of all of them). While most of these people wore leather armor, at least one woman was wearing the steel armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist Captain.

“Instructor Brynhild!” Kari shouted in surprise and delight as she raced toward the woman.

Hellen Brynhild, a woman with a squarish face, broad shoulders, and a mannish chest, smiled as the blonde girl came up to her. Because of how masculine she was, a lot of people often mistook Hellen for a man. Considering I’d been mistaken for a woman several times, I felt like I understood her plight, though Hellen never seemed to let that bother her like being mistaken for a woman did me.

“Princess Kari,” Hellen greeted. “I hear you’ve been on quite a few adventures lately.”

“Yes! I’ve been on several now! Let me tell you all about the time when Eryk and I…” Kari began happily chatting with her previous Spiritualist instructor, regaling the woman with tales of her harrowing journey through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Hellen nodded along and listened with a gentle smile on her face. It made her seem more like a big sister than an instructor.

“Those two seem to get along well,” I said to Fay and Lin.

“Yes, they do.” Fay nodded. “Hellen Brynhild was Kari’s private tutor for a while. I guess they grew close back then…” She trailed off after a second and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. I wondered if something was wrong, but then her cheeks burned fiercely and she took a single step away, putting some distance between us. “Anyway, it is only natural that they would be close.”

Trying to hide my frown, I nodded and accepted her explanation well enough. I had already guessed most of that from the few times I’d seen Hellen and Kari interact.

I looked around for Dante and found him speaking with the gate guards at the front. The guards were nodding along as he spoke to them, and then one of them gestured toward the two small towers on either side of the gate. Of course, I called them small, but I was comparing them to the watchtowers in Midgard, which were about three times bigger. These were still quite large. Someone inside of the watchtowers must have seen the gesture because the gates slowly creaked open moments later.

“All right, everyone!” Dante shouted to get the caravans’ attention. “We’re heading out now! Stay in formation and don’t wander off!”

“Sir!” the many Nevarian Spiritualists shouted as they snapped off a salute.

The procession moved a lot more slowly than our smaller group had when we were traveling with Catalyna. While I couldn’t count the number of people with just a quick head count, it looked like there were at least thrice as many people in this group as there had been in the one she had led. That was to say nothing of the carts.

Our group was in the middle of the formation, which I’m sure was Dante’s way of protecting Kari. I wasn’t too bothered by this. Since our goal this time was just to salvage the remains of the Giant Rock Golem, I honestly didn’t want to fight with any Demon Beasts.

We ambled along the mountain pass before coming upon the ravine. The rope bridge was still there, but it would never be able to take the weight of the carts.

As I was wondering how they planned to get these carts across the ravine, Dante ordered several Nevarian Spiritualists to the front, and I realized with a start that they were earth users. They stomped their feet in unison, performing what almost seemed like a strange dance. Then they slammed their hands into the ground right before the ravine.

“This is—”

I watched in surprise as a large chunk of earth suddenly protruded from our side of the ravine. It traveled across the great gulf, all twenty meters of it, and merged with the other side, creating a bridge.

“Is this your first time seeing Cooperative Spiritual Arts?” asked Hellen as she and Kari came up to our side.

“It’s not,” I said, “but it is the first time I’ve seen Cooperative Spiritual Arts used this way.” As I spoke, Dante was ordering his people across the Spiritualist-made bridge. The caravan moved slowly, careful not to let the carts fall off or make the weight greater than the makeshift bridge could hold. The carts pulled by Mastadons crossed the bridge one at a time. “I’m used to seeing people use it in conjunction with attacks, and they normally don’t use the same element but elements that complement each other. For example, a person using a Spiritual Fire Technique to create an attack, and then another person using a Spiritual Wind Technique to fan the flames and increase its power.”

“I’ve never heard of someone using Cooperative Spiritual Arts like that before,” Fay murmured in shock.

“You haven’t? I thought that was a fairly common way of using them,” I said.

“It is, but only Nevarian Spiritualists and members of the Imperial Royal Guard have any real talent at it,” Hellen explained. “It takes a lot of skill, training, and knowledge of the other Spiritualist to use Cooperative Spiritual Arts. I’ve heard some members of the nobility can use it as well, but they are few and far between. I’m honestly surprised you know about it.”

I couldn’t say anything to that, so I just shrugged.

The caravan moved some more, and our group walked across the makeshift bridge. It looked pretty thick, but I wondered how sturdy it really was without anything to support it from the bottom. Fay also seemed to be wary. She moved a little closer to me despite having stepped away earlier, though she jumped away again after we walked to the other side.

I didn’t want to let on that her actions hurt. Pretending I hadn’t seen what she did, I spoke with Kari, Hellen, and Lin as our caravan moved.

It took nearly the entire day to exit from the forest, but we eventually reached the entrance to the Pteranodon Valley. Dante ordered everyone to set up camp. The Nevarian Spiritualists all acted in unison like a well-trained unit, unloading the packages containing their tents, setting up fire pits to cook the provisions they had brought, and even bringing out copper plates, mugs, and utensils from boxes stored on the carts.

Kari, Lin, and I set up the tent we had been given. It was bigger than most to accommodate for Lin, whose six-meter-long tail would not fit inside a normal tent.

After we finished setting up the tent, I looked around because I realized that Fay was not with us. I found her several meters away, staring out at the valley with a complicated expression on her face.

“Fay?” I called out.

“Hyah!”

“Uh…”

I frowned when Fay nearly jumped out of her skin. Spinning around, she placed a hand over her chest as she faced me, her shoulders heaving as she took several heavy breaths.

“E-Eryk,” she stuttered. “What are you doing sneaking up on me like that?”

“I didn’t sneak up on you,” I said, my frown growing. “I was walking normally. You were so lost in thought you didn’t even notice my approach.”

“O-oh…”

“Are you feeling okay?” I asked.

“Y-yes. I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“Because you’re not fine.” I took a step forward, but I paused when she took a step back. “You’ve been acting strangely for the past few days, and I’m very worried about you. Will you talk to me? If you tell me what’s wrong, maybe I can help.”

Fay looked almost like she was considering it, but then she shook her head and gave me an uneasy smile. “I’m sorry, but I… uh… I’m not really sure I want to talk about it right now. Anyway, I think I’m going to help the others set up camp.”

I stared at Fay’s back as she took off back toward the camp. The ache in my chest grew just a little bigger as I wondered if the reason she was acting like this was because of something I had done. Had I hurt her without realizing it? The thought that I might have done something to upset Fay bothered me.

Footsteps closing in from behind made me turn my head to find Kari walking up to me with a gentle smile. I didn’t say anything as she came up to my side, reached out, and grabbed my hand. As her smooth, warm fingers slid into mine, I squeezed her hand back.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Kari said after several seconds of silence. “Fay is currently debating with herself.”

“Debating about what?”

“About whether or not she should sleep with you, of course.”

“Ah.”

I wasn’t sure what I could say to that, and when you have no idea what to say, the best option is often to keep your mouth shut, so that was what I did.

Kari continued speaking. “I don’t know if you are aware, but Lin bragged to us about how you and she made love all night long a few days ago. She was extremely happy. However, I think that bothered Fay. She wants to give herself to you, but she is too embarrassed to actually go through with it.”

So that was it? I could admit I was a little relieved to hear that. If this was the problem, then there were several solutions I could think of to solve it.

“Do you think I should proposition Fay like I did with Lin?” I asked.

“If you did that, I’m sure Fay would either faint from embarrassment or run away from you.” Kari shook her head, even as a faint and wry smile caused her lips to curl. “For all the aggressiveness she displayed when she was chasing after you, Fay is a very pure girl. I’m sure the idea of having sex is embarrassing for her. Even the thought of giving herself to you is embarrassing.”

That made me frown a little. I thought about how Fay and I first met, how she’d contracted Spiritual Poisoning, and how she’d had to strip down and let me touch her body to remove it. Given what happened between us, I’d have never imagined she could be that embarrassed by the idea of sleeping with me. That also made me feel a little ashamed. I was sure now that Fay had simply been so desperate to cure her Spiritual Poisoning that she had borne the shame of baring her body to me.

“What do you think I should do?” I asked.

“Just wait for a little while,” Kari said. “At the moment, Fay is simply dealing with some inner turmoil, but she will get over it eventually. Once she does, you can seduce her into your bed.”

“Hmm…” Since I trusted Kari on pretty much all matters, I decided to listen to her advice, though I also had a question for her now. “Is this also the reason you haven’t slept with me since then? Because you don’t want Fay to feel pressured or left out?”

“Of course not.” Kari clasped her hands behind her back, leaned over, and smiled at me. “I haven’t slept with you because I’m waiting for you to come to me. You can’t expect me to always be the one chasing after you. A girl likes it when the guy she loves is a little aggressive, you know?”


Chapter 5

Salvaging Job




Kari really did know me too well.

She understood that I had no desire to have kids of my own, that all we would have done was argue if she brought it up.

I would have flat-out refused her.

End of story.

I knew next to nothing about raising kids. The one child I had ever associated with was a little boy who’d called himself my “rival” for Kari’s love, and he had died in my arms when we were forced to flee into the Endless Desert so many years ago. How could I possibly be a good father? Yet as time went on and Kari’s pregnancy began showing, I found the idea of being a father becoming more appealing, more attractive.

Sometimes it really was easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission.

The only issue we ran into was that her pregnancy meant she couldn’t come on any quests, and since she and I were the strongest members of Brave Vesperia, our fighting strength had been cut by about a third.

I made up for this deficiency by having more people join us. In the year since Kari’s pregnancy began, our sect had gone from a mere fifty members to about three hundred.

They were all green, but I did my best to beat them into shape. We mostly used group training. I would teach them battle formations, tactics, Spiritual Techniques, and how to properly wield their weapons. I even began creating my own Spiritual Techniques simply so I could teach them to others—which was harder than it looked because I couldn’t use Spiritual Techniques like everyone else. Once the basics were drilled into them, I would beat them senseless until they eventually got better.

Pain was a powerful motivator.

On top of training the new recruits, there were numerous quests that I was personally requested to take part in. I only took part in major operations, though. Any time Erica or Tungsten had a request for me to defeat a Sekbeist Warlord, defend a major city, or destroy a Warp Gate, I would travel there with a group of my most elite sect members. Within the past year, I had taken part in no less than sixty-four quests.

Of course, right now I was currently dealing with something even more harrowing and terrifying than a quest to defeat a Sekbeist Warlord.

Kari had gone into labor.

“Are you trying to wear a hole in the floor with all that pacing?” asked Erica as she leaned against the wall with her arms crossed and a calm expression on her face.

I stopped pacing long enough to look at the raven-haired beauty, and then I began pacing again. But this time, on top of burning the carpet with my boots, I was also ranting.

“I can’t believe they kicked me out of the room. I should be in there with Kari, and yet that… that… that infernal woman… she had the gall to toss me out! She said I was causing Kari to feel distressed, but there’s no way—I mean, I’m her husband! So, okay, we haven’t actually gotten married, and we never had an official ceremony, but she and I have been together for decades now! I should be allowed inside!”

“If this is how you were acting when you were inside of the room, I can see why the wet nurse kicked you out,” Erica responded in a calm voice that only made me more frustrated. It was like she was implying that I would be anything but supportive of my wife while she gave birth if I was in the room with her.

Just then, a loud scream emerged from the other side of the door that I was pacing in front of.

“KARI!”

“Oh, no you don’t.”

THUMP!

“LET ME GO! I NEED TO BE IN THERE!”

“Not like this, you don’t. There’s no way I’m letting you enter that room when you’re this close to panicking.”

I had attempted to bust down the door, but Erica grabbed me before I could even reach it. Our strength was about equal. Physically, I had an advantage over her in terms of weight and mass, but Erica was every bit the skilled combatant that I was. She also didn’t fight me head-on. Before I even knew what was happening, my legs had been kicked out from underneath me, and I was pinned to the floor in such a way that all the strength in the world wouldn’t help me break free. I could feel my face being ground into the carpet.

“OW! OW! OW! YOU’RE TWISTING MY ARM! LET GO!”

“Absolutely not. If I let you go, you’re just going to rush in there like an idiot.”

“SO WHAT? KARI NEEDS ME!”

“What she needs is for you to remain calm. She doesn’t need an idiot rushing in and stressing her out while she’s trying to give birth to your child. She’s already in enough stress.”

I struggled for a bit longer, but I already understood that I wouldn’t be able to break free of her hold unless I was willing to begin using Spiritual Techniques, which I wasn’t. Even I understood that releasing my Spiritual Power would put undue stress on Kari. Anything that could potentially harm Kari and the baby was to be avoided at all cost.

My body relaxed as I sighed. Despite this, Erica did not remove her knee from my lower spine.

“You really are a worrywart, aren’t you?” Erica mused with a giggle. I thought I could see the amused smile caressing her lips even though my face was being pressed into the floor.

“You would be too if your wife was giving birth,” I muttered.

“I suppose so, though I don’t think I’ll ever have to worry about that.” A chuckle escaped her mouth. “I can’t get anyone pregnant, after all.”

We remained like this, with her pinning me to the floor for what felt like several hours. Eventually, the screams of what I thought were agony disappeared. Then the door slowly opened and the wet nurse, an older woman with gray hair and brown eyes, walked out.

“Congratulations, Mr. Veiger. Your wife has—what is going on here?”

I’m sure she was referring to how I had been pinned to the floor.

Erica smiled as she removed her knee from my spine and let go of my arms. I stood up, grumbling a little as I faced the nurse who had the gall to kick me out while Kari gave birth. She must have felt my resentment because her smile was quite fixed. Also, was that a large vein throbbing angrily on her forehead, or was I just hallucinating?

“Well? How is Kari? The baby? Was the birth successful?”

As I fired off questions rapidly without pause, the woman adjusted the glasses on the bridge of her nose and huffed like she was annoyed, but I was the annoyed one here. Kick me out, would she? This was my home. I would have shown her who was boss if it wasn’t for the raven-haired woman standing beside me, wearing a smile as she drilled a hole in the back of my head with her eyes.

“I was just getting to that. Yes, the birth was successful. You can go in and see them now.” The nurse’s eyes suddenly sharpened into fine points. “However, I recommend you remain calm and not shout. Your wife is exhausted from giving birth and doesn’t need to deal with your shit. Do you hear me?”

I grumbled a little at how she seemed to think I’d cause Kari trouble, but I quickly agreed and moved past her.

Our bedroom was pretty large. At twenty meters long and ten meters wide, it was the largest bedroom in the Brave Vesperia Headquarters, which was about ten square meters. We also didn’t have much furniture. That made it appear even larger. There was a dresser and armoire, a walk-in closet, and a small sitting area where we could entertain guests… but we never actually used that sitting area since we often preferred the office, the library, or the veranda.

Kari was lying on our large bed, her legs and waist covered with a blanket. Her flushed skin was coated in layers of sweat. Her hair was wet, tangled, and clinging to her face. However, she wore the gentlest smile I’d ever seen in my entire life, and it was directed at the tiny bundle in her arms.

I inhaled a sharp breath.

“What are you doing just standing there? Aren’t you going to come over here and greet your daughter?” asked Kari, looking up to direct her smile at me.

I walked over slowly, my legs feeling more than a little stiff, all the while staring at the tiny bundle in her arms. The little baby swathed in a white blanket had a pudgy face and a sparse amount of blonde hair that looked green as the light from the monster core chandelier reflected off it. Just seeing this made my heart feel like it had stopped.

“That’s our daughter?” I asked.

“It is,” Kari said.

“Oh…”

I really was having trouble breathing. My chest felt tight.

It looked like our daughter was currently sleeping. Her eyes were closed, breathing even. Were babies supposed to be this small? She looked like she could fit in the palm of my hands.

“She’s so tiny,” I muttered.

“Newly born babies are often tiny. Now come closer, silly.”

Kari patted the spot beside her, so I slowly crawled onto the bed and sat right next to her. Once I did, Kari leaned into me, and I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, allowing her to use my shoulder as a pillow.

Erica and the nurse had come in, but they remained by the door, allowing us this moment alone together. As I continued to stare at the tiny life that Kari and I had created, my heart felt so many emotions I thought it would explode. Worry, happiness, anxiety, love, joy… all of it mixed together in my chest, creating an uncomfortable sensation I’d never felt before. But while I was worried about the future, anxious about whether or not I would be a good father, and wondering if bringing a life into this current chaotic world was the right choice, the happiness I felt beat them all.

“I can’t believe… I’m a father,” I muttered.

“I can.” Kari smiled at me. “I know you are worried about the future and whether or not you will be a good dad, but Eryk, I have so much faith in you. I know you’ll be a good father… because you are the greatest man I know.”

“D-don’t say things like that. You’re seriously going to make me blush.”

“What are you saying? You’re already blushing.”

“I am? Crap!”

“Not so loud. You’ll wake the baby.”

“S-sorry.”

The tiny thing in Kari’s arms shifted as though she could hear us. One small hand suddenly emerged from the blankets and moved around. I reached out and extended a single finger, which the tiny hand grasped onto.

“She’s got a good grip,” I said.

Kari gave a soft laugh. “Well, she is your daughter.”

“Our daughter,” I corrected absently as I let the baby grip my finger. “What should we name her?”

We had thought up a number of names but hadn’t been able to choose one, partly because we didn’t know if we’d have a boy or a girl, but also because we were just indecisive.

“Kayli,” Kari said without giving it a moment’s thought, as if she’d had this name in mind all along. “Her name is going to be Kayli.”

“Kayli,” I repeated the name as my smile grew.

It was a good name.
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It was interesting to see how effective a large squadron of Nevarian Spiritualists was against Demon Beasts. After the first night, our group, under the leadership of the normally lazy Dante, set out toward the region where I had slain the Giant Rock Golem, and I was able to see how well they worked together.

Nevarian Spiritualists relied primarily on teamwork to defeat Demon Beasts. Their group tactics consisted of two or more people attacking, another two people defending, two healers, and two long-range attackers. With this formation, even B-Rank Demon Beasts didn’t stand a chance. Of course, a formation like this was still not enough to defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast, which was magnitudes more powerful.

Numbers meant nothing against those monsters.

Our journey took ten days total. The area where I had fought the Giant Rock Golem was on the other side of the mountain where the ruins that Catalyna had been hoping to explore lay. Speaking of, I promised Kari that we would return there at some point in time. I didn’t know when we would be able to, though.

“So this is where the Giant Rock Golem is, huh?” Dante asked as he, myself, Kari, Lin, Hellen, and Fay marched between the field of boulders. The other Nevarian Spiritualists were behind us. They were having trouble moving the Mastadons and carts because not all the paths were large enough to fit them through. Many of the boulders were spaced too closely together. It required a little extra time to either locate a path they could use or move the boulders away to expand the space.

“That’s right,” I said. “I don’t think this was the Giant Rock Golem’s true territory, though. A-Rank Demon Beasts generally live further in, and Giant Rock Golems often make their territories inside of mountains or deep beneath the earth’s crust. I’m pretty sure this one was drawn out by Dyr’s power like the other Demon Beasts.”

“Hmm…” Dante scratched his chin. “That would explain why we’ve never come across one until now, I guess.”

“I wonder… do you think Dyr is okay?” asked Kari.

“I don’t know. I hope so.”

Thinking about Dyr made me remember the look on her face that night I had found her in the middle of a rune array. The expression on her face had been heart-rending. It was clear to me that the Leucht Family and that cloaked man, Skygge, were just using her for their own purposes, though I still only had the vaguest idea of what they wanted. Even though I believed they were planning to use Dyr’s power to draw Demon Beasts to Nevaria, I still didn’t know their motive.

“Here we are,” I said as I stepped around one last boulder. “This is where I battled the Giant Rock Golem.”

As we emerged into an area that was surprisingly free of boulders, the signs of battle became immediately apparent. There were large craters all over the ground, several massive chasm-like cracks spread across it, and scorch marks littered the surface where my lightning attacks had struck.

And in the middle of it all lay the Giant Rock Golem.

“Holy… shit…” Dante’s eyes bulged as he stared at the creature.

At nearly fifteen times taller than a full-grown human, the Giant Rock Golem was massive even when lying on its stomach like this. The blood pouring from it was still not completely dry, but it had thickened, and the scent was disgusting, like sulfur mixed with feces. Its ashen skin created a marked contrast to the strange red top that had protected its head from my attacks. The spikes that had been attached to its back were all lying on the ground, some lying lengthwise, and others impaled in the ground like they’d been stabbed into it on purpose.

Kari also looked shocked as she stared at the creature. “This… you fought this?”

“Yes,” I said.

“In one-on-one combat?”

“Yes.”

As I answered her questions, Kari closed the distance between us and gripped my hand as if she were suddenly afraid that I would die the moment she let go. Her beautiful skin was pale. Everyone’s was, but hers was particularly so. What’s more, her eyes were shaken and cold sweat dripped from her brow.

“Kari?” I asked.

“I know… you were able to defeat this thing…” she spoke in a halting voice. “But even so… seeing what you had to face all by yourself makes me realize how close I came to losing you. I hate that I wasn’t there to help, even though I know in my head that I would have just been in the way.”

I didn’t say anything at first because I understood how she felt. If our position had been reversed, if she had been the one to fight against this massive creature and I the one who was forced to run away, then I would have felt the same as her.

“Next time,” I began, placing my free hand over the one gripping mine, “you, I, Fay, and Lin will take it on together.”

Kari stared me in the eyes as I said this, then smiled and nodded. This was enough for her to reign her emotions back in.

“Are you really planning on fighting an A-Rank Demon Beast again?” asked Dante.

“If I have to,” I replied. I didn’t tell him that I would need to fight several more A-Rank Demon Beasts. I also didn’t tell him that I planned to eventually go up against S-Rank Demon Beasts to acquire the ingredients I needed for the pills that would help me and my girls ascend to the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

There was no need for him to know about that.

“This princess will definitely fight by your side next time,” Lin said, hands on her hips.

Fay hesitated, but then she nodded. “I will too. I didn’t like it when I was forced to stay behind and watch you fight this thing without me. Next time, I will also be strong enough to fight beside you.”

I was glad that Fay was still speaking to me. She’d been mostly ignoring me during this journey, though I did notice how she would stare in my direction when she thought I wasn’t looking. This made me hopeful that she was coming to a decision soon regarding her inner conflict. I hated how I could do nothing but watch her struggle, but I also knew that pushing her would only result in the gulf between us widening.

The other Nevarian Spiritualists weren’t far behind us, and just like Dante, Hellen, and Kari, all of them gazed upon the massive Demon Beast in shock. Giant Rock Golems were considerably larger than even most other A-Rank Demon Beasts. I was sure they’d never seen a creature so large before. Their astonished exclamations resounded across the clearing.

“So…” Dante blew out a deep breath as he turned to me. “What do we do now? How are we possibly gonna salvage anything from this?”

“There are several parts of the Giant Rock Golem that can be salvaged,” I said, disengaging from Kari and walking up to the gigantic corpse. “Its hide is tougher than steel, but you can’t create clothing with it since it’s a little too strong to cut and sew together. It can be used to forge armor though. On the other hand, those spikes you see lying against the ground can be broken down and used to form a powerful sediment. Furthermore, the monster core inside of it is incredibly powerful. I have a use for it. The last thing is…”

Leaping onto the Giant Rock Golem’s body, I landed on the strange shell-like carapace that protected its head. I knelt and rapped my hand against the shell. It produced a very metallic sound.

“This shell is made from a material that is tougher than any metal,” I explained. “Not only is it strong, but it doesn’t weigh any more than iron, so it can be used to forge powerful weapons and armor. If we can get this off and carry it back with us, we can have it smelted down and hire a blacksmith to forge weapons that won’t easily break.”

Dante scratched the back of his head as he looked at the massive shell—easily two dozen meters wide and probably even more across—and then at the spikes, each of which was about ten to twelve meters long.

“I’m not really sure how we’re gonna carry this in our carts.” He gave me something of a glare, as if to say this was my fault for not telling him we needed larger carts.

“I can break this down into manageable parts,” I assured him. “We’ll cut those into smaller sections and put them on the carts. Hmm… this might take more than just one trip, though. That’s my only real concern.”

“Right…” Dante released a loud, weary sigh. “Well, let’s get to work.”

It took three whole days for me to cut the Demon Beast down into parts that could be loaded onto the carts. I had to use the lightning element to create a sword. The sword had to be condensed to the point where the lightning was powerful enough to cut through the metallic shell and durable spikes, which required a lot of concentration and even more power.

It was a good thing I had brought a bag of Spiritual Recovery Pills with me. They helped keep me going for those three days. Not only did this let me continue to work day and night, but it also increased the amount of Spiritual Power I possessed. My reserves didn’t quite double over the course of three days. That said, I could feel the marked difference in my power. If I had to guess, I believed I was even stronger now than I had been when I first formed Brave Vesperia.

It reminded me of the dreams I had been having. I still felt curious about why I kept dreaming about my past. Was it a mild form of PTSD? Were my regrets over the past causing me to remember everything that had happened? I hadn’t a clue, but I suspected there was a reason for it beyond simply dreaming of the life I had led with Kari before I was sent back in time.

During the time when I was working, Kari and Fay mostly did light sparring under the watchful eyes of Dante, Hellen, and some of the Nevarian Spiritualists who weren’t working. I liked to think their skills and battle prowess impressed everyone. Kari and Fay were strong enough now to defeat B-Rank Demon Beasts on their own, though they currently lacked the experience. This was only our third time in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, after all. Still, I was sure even Dante realized that his daughter and her friend could probably defeat him because I occasionally caught him training as I worked.

He probably didn’t want to be left behind by his own daughter.

Lin joined Kari and Fay for sparring, but she wasn’t as interested in it as they were, so a good portion of her time was spent reading or helping move the parts I broke down onto the carts. Her physical strength was well beyond anything a normal human possessed. I knew I would fondly remember how the Nevarian Spiritualists gawked at Lin as she easily lifted ninety kilograms worth of metallic hide with one hand for the rest of my life.

Because of how much material we had to haul back, we could not take it all back in one go. Dante requested half the group of fifty Spiritualists to remain with the carcass, while the rest of them went back to Nevaria with what we had salvaged. Fortunately, I had completed my job of cutting the Demon Beast down into salvageable parts. I had also extracted the monster core—a brown sphere that was about the size of a human torso.

As the carts were being pulled in, taking far longer to enter Nevaria than they did to leave (the carts weighed a lot more and thus required the Mastadons to work much harder), Dante glanced at the salvaged parts that lay piled in each cart.

“There’s a lot of material to work with here,” he said to me as I stood beside him. “You aren’t planning to keep all of it, are you?”

“Certainly not,” I said. “Aside from the fact that I need to use at least some of that as payment for the work you and the Nevarian Spiritualists have done, I also don’t have any need for that much material. I’m donating the sediment base to the Royal Family so they can use it to help build those watchtowers I made the blueprints for. As for the alloy-like shell… I figured I would take enough to have armor and weapons made for myself, Lin, Kari, and Fay, and sell the rest to you.”

“Sell it, huh?” Dante glanced at the carts again. We had only been able to fit about a third of the materials I had salvaged inside of the one dozen carts. They were going to go back for another haul after this. “Well, you’re certainly gonna make a lot of money with this. Anyway, I think we can handle the rest of this operation. You should go home with the girls.”

I glanced at the girls. Fay and Lin looked a little tired, though Kari was still raring to go. They were standing off to the side, talking as they also watched the carts being wheeled in. The poor Mastadons looked like they were dying from exhaustion. The carts probably weighed upwards of two or three dozen tons.

“Yeah… I guess we’ll do that.”

Dante called over the cart we had used to drive us from the Imperial Royal Palace. It was one of those long carts that could fit Lin, tail and all. We climbed aboard and made our way back home.
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It was a day after our return to Nevaria. While Kari and Fay were back in school, Lin and I traveled to the blacksmith who’d forged the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. We used a cart this time, which I had purloined from Dante. We were carrying the metal I planned on having the blacksmith forge into weapons and armor for myself, Kari, Fay, and Lin.

“Could you wait outside and make sure no one steals anything from our cart?” I asked Lin as I hopped off the driver’s seat.

Lin was in the back of the cart. Her long tail was stretched out as she lounged against the pile of metal. There were only a few sheets. I deemed that much to be enough to create the armor and weapons I planned on having the blacksmith forge for us.

“Of course, Darling.” Lin shifted into an upright position as she slithered off the cart. Thumping her chest once, she smiled at me. “Just leave the matter of protecting our valuables to this princess.”

With Lin protecting the cart, I traveled inside the smithy and found that, unlike most days, the blacksmith was not pounding away at molten iron and steel. He was speaking to someone. I didn’t recognize them, but they wore the metal chestplate of a Nevarian Spiritualist Captain. The man had hair that was long and red, though not to the same level as Fay’s. Actually, I didn’t think anyone had hair with the same vibrant shade as her. In either event, this man discussed something with the blacksmith, some valis exchanged hands, then the man walked out of the store, though he did spare a glance toward me as he left.

“Haven’t seen you in a while,” the blacksmith grunted. “I hear you’ve been busy.”

“I have,” I said. “That a friend of yours?”

“Just a customer from the Drage Family. So, you’ve got another project for me?”

“A couple, actually.”

Walking up to the man as he stood behind his counter, I removed a set of schematics from the pouch at my hip. I unfolded each sheet of parchment and placed them on the table. Each sheet was either the design for a set of armor or a weapon. There were four sets of armor and three weapons. As the blacksmith looked between them, I continued talking.

“I’d like you to create all these with a type of alloy I salvaged from an A-Rank Demon Beast called a Giant Rock Golem. It’s basically a more durable type of metallic alloy, so I’m sure you can craft these with it. I also need you to forge me a new Dragon’s Tail Ruler. The one you made for me shattered during my battle with the Giant Rock Golem.”

The blacksmith inhaled a deep breath as I spoke. He looked at me with a mixture of shock and irritation. Then he glanced back at the weapons and armor schematics, which not only contained detailed drawings depicting the armor and weapons I wanted, but also had the sizes of the girls and the sizes I wanted the weapons to be.

“You really are something, aren’t ya?” The blacksmith finally grunted. “I’ve never heard of anyone who can defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast on their own. Even Empress Hilda can’t beat one of those without those husbands of hers.” I shrugged, causing him to release another grunt. “Before I agree to make this, let me at least take a look at this alloy of yours to see what kind of material I’m working with.”

“I guess that’s a fair request,” I said.

I led him outside to the cart, where Lin was doing a fine job of glaring at every person that passed by. It seemed she was taking her guard job a little too seriously. Even so, I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that she didn’t need to glare at the people around her. Besides, I thought she looked cute when she took her assigned duty so seriously.

The blacksmith reached into the cart and grabbed the red alloy. He rapped on it a few times with his knuckles and listened to the metallic ringing sound. After picking up one sheet, which was about a quarter of a square meter, and testing its weight, he nodded.

“This is some damn good material,” he said at last. “The forge might have some trouble smelting it, but I have a Spiritual Wind Technique I can use to increase the heat.”

So this blacksmith had a wind affinity. I hadn’t known that, but it was true that a wind affinity would be incredibly useful in a forge. He could use the wind to help feed the flame’s oxygen, increasing its heat and thereby its ability to smelt metal.

“I have about three hundred kilograms of this alloy,” I said. “Do you think it will be enough?”

“More than enough,” the blacksmith grunted. “Three hundred kilograms is going completely overboard. The armor you asked me to make won’t weigh more than maybe five or six kilograms at most, and outside of that slab of metal you call a weapon, the most those weapons will weigh is about eight kilograms for the ranseur, and two for each gauntlet.”

“If there’s any material left over, you can keep it,” I said. “Consider it a gift from me.”

“Tch! If you’re gonna give me the leftover material, then I’ll forge these weapons for free.” While the blacksmith sounded like he was displeased, the look in his eyes as he stared at the alloy told me a different story. “The weapons I make from this will be a lot better than anything I can make from iron and steel.”

“Then we have a deal,” I said.

Lin and I helped the blacksmith bring the alloy into his smithy. It took about one hour for the three of us, but once that was done, Lin crawled into the cart again while I hopped in the driver’s seat. With a crack of the reins, she and I left the smithy and traveled back home.


Chapter 6

Fated to be With You




I woke to the sound of crying. The bed shifted underneath me as the person I shared it with climbed out. The sound of feet padding against the floor reached my ears, a soft thumping that I could just barely hear, as a figure silhouetted in darkness headed toward the crib. Turning over, I watched with my eyes cracked open as Kari lifted our daughter into her arms and began cooing at her.

“Little one, you mustn’t make so much noise or you’ll wake your daddy,” she said, and I could almost hear the smile in her voice. Despite her words, however, Kayli continued to cry, causing Kari to give a gentle sigh. “You must be hungry, hm?”

As Kari wandered over to the sofa and sat down, I wondered what I should do. Let her know I’m already awake? Pretend I’m still asleep? Glancing at the sofa, I could just make out Kari as she sat. Her body, illuminated by moonlight, easily transcended anything I’d ever seen as she brought Kayli’s mouth to her breast so she could feed our daughter. On that note, if it weren’t for the fact that Kari and I always slept naked, I would have assumed she did so because it made feeding Kayli easier.

“Oh?” Kari glanced at the bed as I sat up. “You’re awake. I’m sorry.”

“It’s nothing to apologize over,” I said as I placed my legs over the edge and climbed off. I made my way over to them, still smiling at the beautiful sight before me. “Besides, if anything, I should be thankful. It’s always a pleasure to see such a beautiful sight.”

“You think a mother breastfeeding her daughter is beautiful?” Kari asked with an amused smile.

“Isn’t it?” I sat down beside her, close enough that I could place an arm around her shoulder and pull them both closer. Kayli was focused solely on sucking on Kari’s nipple, so she ignored me, but Kari leaned into my side. “The human body is a truly amazing thing—the female body more so. You can give this girl all the sustenance she needs. She was created within your body. Those are things I could never do. Besides…” I leaned over and placed a kiss on Kari’s temple. “Whether you’re covered in the blood of your enemies or breastfeeding our daughter, you’re always beautiful no matter what.”

“And you are a flatterer,” Kari said with a giggle.

“I try to be.” I reached out with my free hand and grabbed Kayli’s little foot, but just as I expected, she didn’t even seem to be paying attention. “She’s gotten bigger.”

“It has been a month since she was born.” Kari shrugged. “Children tend to get bigger as they get older.”

“Snark will get you everywhere.”

We shared a laugh but soon calmed down, a gentle silence now filling the room. I gazed at Kari in profile. The woman I had fallen in love with didn’t look like she had aged a single day since that time she saved me during the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria. No matter how many years passed, her skin remained unblemished, containing the same youthful sheen, and her hair retained the same brilliant golden luster as ever. Granted, we were still considered young by Spiritualist standards, but there were people our age who looked far older than we did.

Spiritualists aged more slowly than normal people. Our Spiritual Power kept our bodies not just looking young but also feeling young. The stronger a Spiritualist was, the longer it took for their bodies to age, and the longer they would live. I’d heard from Erica that the Battling Valkyries’ former sect leader had been upwards of 140 years old, but she hadn’t looked a day over fourteen. This was because she had reached the Third State of Spiritualism at a very young age.

Kari and I were exceptionally strong Spiritualists, according to Erica and Tungsten. I didn’t know how strong we were. There was no ranking system to determine our strength, but Kari was able to fire off A-rank Spiritual Techniques for several hours before exhausting herself, something that not even our two friends could pull off. I didn’t use Spiritual Techniques like other people. Even so, I had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, and all my techniques required an obscene amount of Spiritual Power. Erica had once told me that if most Spiritualist’s Spiritual Power was the size of a cup, then mine was the size of a lake.

I wasn’t sure how well that comparison worked, however.

“It looks like she’s fallen asleep,” Kari said with a tender smile. I looked down to see that, indeed, immediately after she finished eating, Kayli had gone right back to bed. With an amused smile on her face, Kari carefully adjusted Kayli’s position and patted her back to burp her.

“I’ll put her back in her crib. Why don’t you go back to bed?” I said, taking Kayli from her mother’s arms and cradling her in my own. My daughter shifted a little but soon settled back down. I went over to the crib and, after rocking Kayli for a little bit, set her inside and just gazed at her. But as I did, a pair of arms slowly wrapped around me as a head came to rest on my shoulder.

“I don’t really feel like going to bed yet,” Kari admitted as she leaned over and nibbled on my ear. I had to stifle a slight groan.

“Is that so? Then maybe we should get some exercise in.” I turned in her grip, wound my arms around her waist, and pulled her closer as I grinned down at her. “We can burn off that extra energy you have.”

“Now that sounds like a plan.”

I leaned down and kissed Kari, a soft, slow kiss that caused her to release a gentle humming sound in the back of her throat. As I felt her lips connect with mine, felt her breasts push against my chest, my arousal spiked and caused the blood to swell into my nether regions. I was already hard enough to cut mythril. I could feel Kari’s smile as she trapped my dick between her thighs and rocked her hips to slide her entrance along my shaft.

“Minx,” I mumbled before pulling back so I could sweep the woman off her feet. Kari placed her arms around my neck and leaned up to keep kissing me as I carried her over to the bed. I almost missed my step. My legs hit the bed, causing me to nearly pitch forward before I caught myself. Kari giggled into my mouth. I stopped her by inserting my tongue, slipping it past her lips and teeth, and rubbing it against the inside of her mouth.

“Mmm!”

Kari’s moan was stifled by my mouth as I climbed onto the bed and set her down. She didn’t lay down like normal. Sitting up, she reached out and wrapped her fingers around my shaft. The warmth of her fingers, the softness of her touch, made me twitch.

“It looks like this little one is jumpy tonight.” She wore a mischievous grin as she leaned over. I would have said something in return, but then she kissed the tip of my cock, which made it twitch again. She giggled. Then she placed her mouth against the mushroom-shaped head and slowly engulfed it.

“Hnnn!”

I placed my hands behind my back to support my upper body as Kari took in just my head. The warm wetness of her mouth felt unbelievably good, but then she swirled her tongue around the tip, sending a tingling feeling shooting straight through my spine, and I nearly lost it. I bit my lip hard to keep myself from making any noise. The last thing I needed was for our daughter to wake up and begin crying because she heard us having sex.

“Hmmm…”

“Hkkk!”

Kari hummed as she slid forward, taking more and more of me into her mouth, her eyes never leaving my face as she looked up at me. Those sky-blue eyes that normally made her appear so innocent currently seemed quite sinful to me. However, after pulling my eyes from her gaze, I found another sinful sight as I followed the contours of her sloping spine until I reached the tops of her heart-shaped ass.

She was on all fours right now. Her butt was sticking into the air as she leaned into my crotch. Her butt cheeks wiggled as she moved her hips.

It was magnificent.

My cock was too big for Kari to fit entirely in her mouth, so she stopped after reaching the halfway point. I shivered when she dragged her tongue along the underside of my shaft. The feeling was electric. Using one hand, she began to fondle my balls and then slowly moved backward, revealing my glistening shaft coated in her saliva.

I didn’t want to be the only one receiving pleasure, so as she moved until just the head was still in her mouth and then went back down, I coated my fingers in my own saliva, reached over her ass, reached further until I found her wet slit, and inserted a single finger.

“Hrrn!”

Kari moaned around my dick, the vibrations sending lightning shooting through my spine and straight into my brain. I pumped my finger, pushing inside of her up to my first knuckle, then pulled back out, listening to the sounds of her moaning. This angle made it easier to brush my finger against the most sensitive part of her spongy passage. When I felt like there wasn’t as much resistance, I added a second finger. Now with two fingers pumping into her, Kari began moving faster. I glanced down to see her head traveling up and down, and I could feel her tongue licking the underside of my cock as she moved.

My balls tightened.

“K-Kari!”

I let out a whispered scream as my body shuddered and I released my seed. Kari gagged as she forced her throat to loosen, taking in as much of me as her mouth could fit until the tip rested against the back of her throat. As I breathed heavily, she moved back and released me with a soft plop. Despite now being somewhat flaccid, Kari was able to bring it back to full mast by stroking the glistening shaft with her hands.

“We’re not done yet,” Kari said as she turned around, bent over, and thrust her butt into the air. She reached out behind her and spread her cheeks apart. Both her dripping sex and her asshole were visible. “I need at least one of these holes filled.”

“I’ll do you one better and fill them both,” I told her.

“Bold words. You know what they say about actions and words, don’t you?”

I chuckled as Kari wagged her ass back and forth, which got me even more aroused than before. There was just something about Kari lying on the bed on all fours and sticking her ass in the air that made me lose control. As I reached out and grabbed her hips, I lined myself up with her pussy, then slowly pushed myself inside of her.

“Hnnnn! Ooooh!” Kari released a low grunt as I bottomed out. “It feels like I’m being stuffed.”

“You don’t mind if I begin moving, right?”

“W-wait. Just give me a minute. I need to get used to you. For some reason, I always feel like my body is about to be torn apart when you’re inside of me.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound good. Maybe we should stop.”

“Suggest we stop again and I’ll punch you.”

I chuckled a little but decided there was no harm in waiting for her body to adjust. The warm heat from Kari’s insides was making me tingle. I could feel her pulse like a heartbeat around me. This position also felt a lot more animalistic. I’d seen dogs rut like this before, and for some reason, the animalism of it all made me even more aroused.

“Okay. Go ahead.”

“Right. Better bite down on something so you don’t wake your daughter.”

“You mean our daugh—hyrk!”

I began thrusting slowly at first, pulling back before pushing in, but I soon picked up the pace. The sound of my crotch slapping against her ass soon echoed around the room. It mixed in with the sound of Kari’s moans and my grunts. I looked up from where I was pounding her to see Kari arcing her spine as her face scrunched up. Her tits were swinging back and forth with every thrust of my hips. It was like they were calling to me.

Leaning over, I placed one hand on the bed and pawed at her breasts with the other. The appreciative moan Kari released as I played with her nipple spurred me on. I soon felt Kari’s body begin to shudder and switched my target, traveling down her stomach and over to her snatch, which had already grown so wet her juices were flowing down her thighs.

I cupped her warm and glistening vagina and began rubbing her lips. I enjoyed the feel of my dick sliding in and out of her. My fingers spread her lips apart, glistening with a different kind of saliva. Kari’s breathing grew harder and her moans a little louder. Grunting as I continued thrusting into her, I worked out the small nub from underneath its hood before gently pinching it between my two fingers. Kari’s upper body fell forward as she buried her face into her pillow and released a muffled scream. A bright glow emanated from her chest. I couldn’t see it, but I knew the runes had appeared once more. Her butt cheeks jiggled as the juices pouring from her splashed against her thighs, my crotch, and the blankets. She twitched several more times, then went still.

“Haaah… haaaah…”

Kari turned her head as I pulled my still hard cock out of her. A mixture of my cum and her juices flowed from her and spilled onto the bed. Her cheeks were a bright red and her eyes were clenched shut. As I let her recover from her orgasm, I grabbed my dick and sandwiched it between her butt cheeks, then slowly rocked back and forth, stimulating it to keep myself hard.

“Eryk…”

Smiling when she called my name in such a wanton voice, I rolled her onto her back. However, Kari surprised me by sitting up. She put her hands on my shoulders and moved her hips until she was perfectly lined up with me, then pushed herself onto me while I was still sitting. I became engulfed in her warmth once more.

“Oooh!”

“Aaaahn!”

Kari released a deep breath as she took me in up to the hilt. She curled her legs around me, an easy thing to do as we were both more or less sitting up. And while she did that, I grabbed two plentiful handfuls of her ass, which earned another wonderful sound from Kari as I massaged her twin butt cheeks.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yes!”

I used the strength in my arms to lift Kari up, then let both gravity and my biceps do the work of bringing her back down. Her juices acted as a great lubricant. Despite how much resistance I felt from her tight walls gripping me, I was able to slide in and out easily enough. As we continued to move, Kari’s face became increasingly red, perhaps from exertion or maybe something else.

“Eryk… kiss… haaah… ahhhh… mmmm… kiss me…”

“Mm… stick out your tongue.”

Kari stuck out her tongue and I did as well. I leaned down and brought our tongues into contact, twirling and hooking them together, though they constantly slipped apart. At some point, Kari had enough and took my tongue into her mouth, sucking on it. The slurping sounds coming from her mouth mixed with the smacking and lewd squelching sounds of our passionate embrace as I continued impaling Kari on my dick. I believed she had taken my tongue into her mouth because she could no longer contain her screams. My dick was hitting against something every time I bottomed out, and some small part of me absently wondered if it might be her womb.

“Hn! Hn! Hn! Hk!”

Kari’s moans filled my mouth. I could tell my end was coming soon, and from the way her walls tightened around my cock, I was sure she was nearing her end too. But a soft glow caught my attention. Those symbols, which I saw every time she and I made love, appeared in the middle of her chest once more. Curious to know what this was, I stopped kissing her.

“E-Eryk! Don’t! I—AAAHHHHNN!!”

Kari threw her head back and released a loud scream as I placed my lips against the strange runes. Her body quaked against me, legs tightening to the point where I could only thank my strong body for not breaking, and her vaginal walls clenching me so hard that I could no longer move. As I buried my face into her chest, I let myself go as well. My body felt a moment of incredible pleasure, and then sweeping exhaustion hit me and caused me to fall forward against Kari’s chest.

The glowing runes had once again disappeared.

What were they?

I had mentioned these runes to Kari before, but she couldn’t make sense of them either. We had even gone to Immig. However, all that had resulted in was making the stout man demand we show him… which had earned him a beating from Kari for being insensitive. There was no way we could show him since that would involve letting him be present when we made love. Unfortunately, with no leads to go on and no information available, we could not figure out what they were or why they appeared.

“WAAAAAAAA!!!”

As we lay there on the bed, thoroughly exhausted, the sounds of a baby’s cries filled the air, and I groaned as I realized we had been too loud.

Next time, we were having sex in the office.
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The Imperial Royal Palace had its own library. It was not as large as the Nadine Library, which featured an extensive collection of biographies, autobiographies, and fictional stories. However, the library owned by Empress Hilda had many technique scrolls for various Spiritual Techniques, which the Nadine Library did not possess. It was located in one of the towers. Its cylindrical-shaped walls were covered in shelves, which could be accessed via a ladder with wheels on its feet, and several small tables sat in the center of the room.

Lin and I were in the library at the moment, but while Lin was pouring over the few storybooks this place had, I was thinking about what I should do in regards to Fay.

It had been about half a month now since I began giving Fay space. We still talked, still trained together, and still ate together, but I wasn’t being as affectionate with her. Kari said I should give her space so she could deal with her own conflicted feelings. But in the half a month that had gone by, this new relationship change seemed to have become the status quo.

I didn’t want that.

Not for us.

“Is something wrong, Darling?” asked Lin as she stopped reading to look at me.

My first thought was to tell her that nothing was wrong, but as I opened my mouth to say just that, I realized how wrong it would be not to share my conflict with her. Lin was also going to be my wife. It would be nice if all of us were on the same page. I didn’t want to leave anyone out.

“Fay and I seem to have grown distant,” I admitted. “I want to close the gap that’s opened between us, but I don’t know what to do.”

“Distant?” Lin tilted her head. “Have you two really grown distant? It never seemed like that to this princess.”

“What do you mean? Of course, we’ve grown distant.” I frowned as I thought about what happened. “We’re no longer acting like a man and a woman who are engaged to be married. It’s like our relationship has reverted back to what it was before she’d been kidnapped by Grant Leucht.”

“This princess does not believe that is the case.”

“You don’t? Care to enlighten me?”

Lin was sitting on the opposite side of the table, so she could look me in the face as she talked. I almost jumped when the tip of her tail reached up and coiled lovingly around my leg. However, I’d grown used to her signs of affection.

“You might have distanced yourself from Fay, but Fay has not distanced herself from you.” When all I did was frown at her, Lin offered me a smile. “This princess has seen the way Fay looks at you with such longing that it’s almost painful. She wants to be with you, but you haven’t made a move on her. Fay is wondering whether or not you will ever come to her like you do Kari and this princess.”

Those words made my eyes widen as I finally realized that the problem was not Fay. I was the problem. I had been so hung up on the idea of giving Fay space until she was ready, of letting her come to me, that I’d forgotten something important in all this.

Not all women were as aggressive as Kari.

While Kari might have given herself to me, Fay did not have the same gumption that Kari did. Despite her seemingly confident attitude when she confessed to me, she became easily embarrassed over simple displays of affection and had an inferiority complex that made her hesitate. Now that I was thinking on it, every hug, every kiss, every moment the two of us shared had been something I had initiated. This had led me to assume she was avoiding me. However, what if that wasn’t the case and she just felt too embarrassed to act on her emotions?

“Girls like it when the guy she loves is a little aggressive, you know?”

Kari’s words came back to me. Back then, she had told me to give Fay some space, but she hadn’t told me to do nothing. She’d said nothing about being passive. If anything, her last statement about how girls enjoy it when the guy she likes is aggressive made it sound like she had been subtly telling me that I needed to be the one who chased Fay, not the other way around. I was sure that was what she had been trying to tell me, but I had just assumed she was talking about herself.

“I’m going to talk to her tonight,” I decided out loud.

“Are you just going to talk?” asked Lin.

I shrugged. “That will depend largely on what Fay wants.”

Regardless of what Lin or anyone said, there was still a chance Fay didn’t want to sleep with me, and I would never force her to do something she didn’t want to.

After spending time in the library, Lin and I went out to the courtyard. The warm sun heated up Lin’s body. As she rested against a wall, her snake tail sprawled across the ground, I practiced the more advanced spiritual control exercises like creating stilts made from condensing my Spiritual Power underneath my feet. It sounded easy, but it was incredibly hard. Since Spiritual Power liked to disperse when manifested like this, it required a lot of control to keep it from drifting away, and the more Spiritual Power that was released, the harder it was to control.

The goal of the stilt exercise was to slowly lengthen the stilts. You started at one centimeter, then worked your way up, increasing the length bit by bit. My stilts were currently about a meter long. I liked to think I had fairly good control over my Spiritual Power, though I knew I could still be better. Right now, I did not have the control necessary to fight within a city. If battle came to Nevaria and I had to face more than C and B-Rank Demon Beasts, I wouldn’t be able to safely wield my power without endangering the citizens.

As I continued exercising and Lin kept reading, Kari and Fay returned from school and entered the courtyard through a corridor.

“Hey!” Kari greeted me with a smile as she raced near. “I haven’t seen this sort of technique before. What is it?”

“It’s just an exercise to help me control my Spiritual Power,” I said as I let the stilts disperse. Landing back on the ground, I glanced at her and Fay. “I’m glad you two are back from the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy. I’ve been thinking a lot on your progress, and I think it’s time I began teaching you the second stage of the Flash Step.”

At this, even Fay perked up. “So you’re finally going to teach us the Illusion Step then?”

“That’s right.” Nodding, I took several steps back and adopted a lecturing pose. “The first stage of the Flash Step is just a basic movement technique. By pumping Spiritual Power to the bottom of your feet and releasing it when you take a step, you propel yourself forward at speeds no human can reach on their own. The second stage of the Flash Step has two variations. The first is called the Illusion Step. This is when your body moves so fast, light particles can’t keep up with it, resulting in you forming an afterimage that remains behind when you move. This is great for distracting opponents. The second variation is what I call the Jump Step.”

“Jump… Step?” Kari tilted her head like she didn’t know what that was.

“Let me show you what I mean.”

I looked up at the sky, plotting my course, then bent my knees and channeled Spiritual Power to my feet. It flowed through my body like a current. I grabbed that flow and sent it racing to the bottom of my feet, gathered it there, and released it in a single burst. To Kari and Fay, it would have looked like my body had disappeared. One second I was in front of them, and the next I was several meters above them.

Moving my feet, I acted like I was about to kick off a wall, channeled my Spiritual Power into my feet, and released another precisely timed burst, but this time, I created a platform that appeared underneath me, which I used to push off and ascend higher into the air. I did this again and again. Each push brought me higher into the sky, until I had reached the same height as the Imperial Royal Palace’s towers.

I landed back on the ground and looked at Kari and Fay, who seemed rather astonished. Their eyes had grown to the size of large marbles. Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember showing them this technique. Coughing into my hand, I began my lecture again.

“The Jump Step is a technique that relies on the swinging motion of your feet to generate a platform beneath you. It requires a lot of Spiritual Power to use, so most people rarely use it unless they have a need to reach higher ground. It’s also not very useful in battle.”

The only time I’d ever seen Kari use this technique in my past was when we were battling Sekbeists. She would launch herself high into the air, and then while she was descending, she would create a powerful Spiritual Technique that could slice right through her enemies. Given that the Kari from this timeline had even more Spiritual Power than she had in my previous life, I was sure she could use this technique to its full potential, and Fay was no weaker than her friend.

“I’m guessing there’s a trick to using this technique,” Kari muttered. “If all it took was creating a platform, it wouldn’t be so hard, right?”

“You’re partially right.” Nodding, I tried my best to think about how I should explain this. “This technique requires a lot of Spiritual Power, which means it isn’t very practical to use unless you have power to spare. Also, what you are doing is condensing raw energy into a physical form that you can step on, similar to the stilts exercise I just showed you. This means the current State of Spiritualism you two are at isn’t enough to use this technique. Both the Jump Step and the Illusion Step require you to have reached the Second State of Spiritualism.”

Kari’s and Fay’s eyes widened simultaneously.

“I think you both know about the Second State of Spiritualism, but let me explain so you have a frame of reference,” I continued. “Spiritualism is divided into several states. The first is the manifestation of your Spiritual Aura. The Spiritual Aura is basically just that, an aura that coats your body in a brilliant, flame-like shield that protects you against physical and spiritual attacks. The second state is the exact opposite. Rather than manifesting your Spiritual Aura outside of your body, you are taking it into yourself. The result of this is that your entire body, from your muscles and organs to your skin and bones, becomes incredibly powerful and durable. People who have reached the Second State of Spiritualism gain such strength that they can even destroy Spiritual Techniques with a simple punch.”

I was sure the two of them already knew this, as they were nodding along with my explanation like they had heard it before, but I had a point with this. I wasn’t just explaining it for my own sake.

“When you use the Illusion Step and Jump Step, your body is moving at a speed that exceeds even light. This puts an incredible amount of stress on your body. If you aren’t careful, your body can break down and your muscles can tear themselves apart.” I gave Kari and Fay a wry smile when they paled. “This is why I’ve been creating alchemy pills to make your bodies stronger and more durable. It was mostly in preparation to teach you two this technique. Now that you’ve mastered the basic Flash Step, you can begin learning the next stage by achieving the Second State of Spiritualism.”

Their bodies were already quite strong, which meant that if they reached the Second State of Spiritualism, their physical prowess would increase several-fold. Once they reached that level, they wouldn’t have any trouble learning the Illusion Step and the Jump Step.

“How do we reach the Second State of Spiritualism?” asked Fay.

“By meditating,” I explained. When all they did was tilt their heads, I elucidated further. “What you must do is meditate. Find a quiet place to sit, unleash your Spiritual Aura, and then pull your Spiritual Aura back into your body while keeping it active. This is different than just letting it disperse. Your aura is still there, but now it’s underneath your skin instead of manifesting outside of your body.”

“That… sounds really difficult,” Kari admitted.

“It is difficult,” I agreed. “Very few people manage to reach the Second State of Spiritualism, never mind the third or fourth states.”

“There are more than three states?” Fay gawked at me, but Kari looked pensive. Her mother had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, which was why she could defeat A-Rank Demon Beasts. She must be wondering about the Fourth State of Spiritualism I basically all but admitted existed.

“Let’s focus on the second state for now,” I said with a smile. “Find a place to sit that’s away from everyone else. You don’t want to be distracted while training. Accidents can happen while you are attempting to reach the second state, and if you aren’t careful, you could wind up crippling yourself.” Kari and Fay both gulped, but I reassured them. “Relax. I have already refined several Spiritual Revival Pills. Even if your Spiritual Pathways are destroyed, I can heal them.”

“That doesn’t really make me feel better,” Fay admitted with a sigh. Kari nodded several times.

Despite their words, both of them traveled across the courtyard and sat in opposite corners, forming something of a triangle with Lin. As they crossed their legs, closed their eyes, and adopted a meditative pose, I wandered back over to Lin and sat down. Almost immediately, Lin moved her tail, so it was resting on my lap and snuggled up to me while she read. I chuckled and began rubbing her soft scales.

“Do you want to try attaining the Second State of Spiritualism too?” I asked.

“There is no need,” Lin said, still reading her book. “This princess already reached the Second State of Spiritualism a long time ago.”

“Really?”

“Yes. This princess has told you before, hasn’t she? Lamia do not require training to gain strength. Our bodies and Spiritual Power naturally grow stronger with age. As we grow older, we adapt to the power instinctively and can reach all four states without having to train.” She flicked out her tongue and paused as though thinking. “This princess’s mother had reached the Third State of Spiritualism the last time she saw her.”

That would make her mother one of the strongest and oldest Lamia in the entire world. I wondered who she was.
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I stepped out of the bath feeling refreshed. Walking down the hallway in simple pants and a shirt, I made my way to Kari’s room instead of my own. A few servants were going about their nightly activities as I passed, cleaning, carrying baskets of laundry, or heading off to wherever they were needed. Each one bowed to me as I walked by. It made me a bit uncomfortable, but I tried to nod and smile at everyone. I needed to accept that this was just the way people would act around me now that I was all but a member of the royal family.

Stopping in front of the door, I knocked just once. Lin opened it as if she’d been expecting me.

“Darling.” Her fangs poked out of her mouth as she smiled. “Are you here for Fay?”

“I am. Can you get her for me?”

“Mm. Hold on a moment.”

Lin didn’t close the door as she moved further into the room, so I could see Kari and Fay sitting on the bed, dressed in simple but elegant nightgowns. They also noticed me. As I stared at them both, Lin grabbed Fay by the hand and pulled her off the bed.

“Ah! Lin! W-what are you doing?!”

“Darling is here for you. You’re going with him.”

“For me? What’s he want with me?”

“Don’t ask questions and just go to him.”

Lin didn’t answer Fay’s questions as she pushed the redhead out the door and into me. I stumbled backward as Fay hit my chest, having not expected the Lamia to be so forceful. I glanced at the young woman now staring up at me with a shocked expression framed by crimson locks, and then looked at Lin, who merely gave me a wide, fang-filled grin.

“This princess is leaving her to you, Darling,” she said, then slammed the door shut.

“W-wait! Lin!” Fay called out in shock.

“Fay.” The girl froze as I called her name. “Will you come with me?”

“Um…” Now seemingly self-conscious of the fact that she and I were alone, Fay could do little more than nod. “Okay.”

I took Fay by the hand and led her to my room. The door had fortunately been replaced after Lin broke it, so I could now lock the door behind us to keep people from entering. As I turned around, I noticed Fay standing in the middle of the room as though afraid of getting too close to any one part. The way she was holding her elbow and awkwardly glancing at everything and nothing at the same time showed me how nervous she was.

Did she perhaps understand why I brought her here?

“Are you really that afraid to be alone with me?” I asked.

“I… it’s not that I’m afraid,” Fay mumbled as she looked away. “It’s just… awkward.”

I sighed. “I suppose that is my fault. I’m sorry.”

“Huh?”

I marched up to the redhead and placed my hands on her shoulders, startling her. “Fay, I’m sorry. Even though you and I are betrothed, I haven’t been a very good fiancé to you.”

“That’s not true at all!” Fay suddenly shouted in surprise. “You have been amazing! You’re always looking out for me, Kari, and Lin. You train us, help us, support us, and you… you…”

“I have been treating you like a friend,” I said when Fay trailed off. “Not like a woman I am going to marry. Unlike how I treat Kari and Lin, I’ve kept my distance from you because I assumed you were avoiding me due to personal problems, but I never asked you about it or tried to close the distance myself. I kept thinking you would come to me if you really wanted to and refused to take responsibility.” I took a deep breath. “I won’t do that anymore. I would like to take responsibility for my actions right now. Fay, I want you to spend the night with me.”

“Ah!”

Fay released a little gasp as her cheeks became nearly as red as her hair. Her eyes flickered away from my face, then back, and then away again. She didn’t move out from under my hands, but it seemed like that was because her body had become frozen.

I wondered if maybe I’d been too forward.

“You can say no, of course.” I added. “I’ll understand if you don’t want to.”

“I-i-it isn’t that I don’t want to. It’s just…

“Just?”

“It’s…”

“Yes?”

Fay looked down at her feet, wiggling her bare toes against the carpet. I couldn’t see what her expression was. But knowing Fay as I did, I imagine she was awfully red.

“It’s embarrassing,” she admitted in a soft voice.

Right. That was it. That’s what this had always been. Fay wasn’t sleeping with me not because she didn’t want to, but because unlike Kari and Lin, who were very forward about their desires, she became easily embarrassed in regards to matters like sex.

“Also,” she continued in an even softer voice. “I was… worried that you didn’t want me.”

My eyes widened. “Why would you think I don’t want you?”

“Because…” Fay looked up for only a brief second before looking away. “Because you didn’t come to me. Kari and Lin have already shared your bed, but we haven’t yet, and I guess... I guess… I thought… maybe you didn’t find me as attractive as them.”

“That’s…”

Not true at all were the words I wanted to say, but her answer left me stunned. I had really taken this whole issue the wrong way. By not coming to her myself, by assuming she would act just like Kari and Lin, I had in fact created the distance between us, making her believe I didn’t want her. This might just be my greatest failure so far.

“Fay…” I placed a hand underneath her chin and lifted her head so she was looking at me. Now staring into her seductive emerald eyes, which seemed almost like a juxtaposition to her submissive and easily embarrassed nature, I smiled and said, “I do want you.”

“D-do you really?” Fay asked, her voice timid.

I nodded. “Very much so.”

Leaning down, I claimed her mouth with my own. Fay’s lips were soft and plumper than either Lin’s or Kari’s. It was easy to take one of them between my teeth and nibble on it.

Fay stiffened as I kissed her, then her body relaxed, almost as if she’d become boneless. I wrapped my arms around her waist to keep her from falling. Then I felt a pair of arms wind around my neck like sensuous snakes as Fay deepened the kiss, opening her mouth and allowing me inside.
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“Mmm… nnn… hrm…”

I wasn’t sure how long I kissed her, but I eventually stopped so I could begin kissing her neck. Fay released a gentle sigh as she tilted her head, either by accident or design, allowing me to begin placing a mixture of soft kisses and rougher bites on her skin. I soon learned that Fay preferred the soft kisses over the biting. I moved up her elegant neck, all the way to her ear, and nibbled on it.

“E-Eryk! That feels weird!”

Her ear turned bright red just like her hair. I continued nibbling on it and flicking her earlobe with my tongue. Only after her knees began to shake did I stop.

“Fay,” I said in a soft voice, “stay the night with me. I want you. I don’t think I can wait any longer.”

“Ah. Um. Y-yes. I will. I, um, I also… want you too…”

Her embarrassed words made me smile, but I soon felt a familiar hunger as I reclaimed her lips. Fay was startled, but she kissed back as best she could while I ravished her mouth with my tongue. A squeak escaped her lips when I placed my hands on her backside, grabbing the plentiful flesh there and lifting her, forcing Fay to wrap her legs around me lest she fall off.

The closest piece of furniture to me was not my bed but the dresser. I went over to it and set her on top. It was wider than it was tall, only coming up to about my waist, which made it perfectly suited to my current needs.

“Eryk?”

“May I remove your dress?” I asked.

“Ah… g-go ahead.”

Despite her embarrassment, Fay did not stop me as I reached up and touched the neckline of her nightgown. It was just a simple nightgown made of cotton. The neckline was wide and round, with a satin ribbon in the center. I placed my fingers against the soft skin of her slightly bare shoulders, and pushed the dress down.

Fay closed her eyes as centimeter after glorious centimeter of her lovely alabaster skin was revealed to my lustful gaze. First her shoulders, then her arms and collar bone, before her chest finally sprang free from its confines. The two large swells were capped with pink areola. However, her nipples were inverted.

“You know, I’ve always wanted to try coaxing them out,” I muttered.

“Excuse me?” Fay asked.

I didn’t respond with words as I leaned down, grabbed one of her breasts, and gently squeezed it. It was soft and pliant like a pillow. There was an elasticity to it that I found amazing. It shook and jiggled within my grip. Fay bit back a cry of surprise that soon turned into a startled gasp as I placed my mouth over her areola and pushed my tongue into the small fold of skin hiding her nipple.

“Oh! Eryk! That tickles!”

Despite her words, Fay grabbed my head and pulled me in. I would have smiled if I wasn’t busy. My tongue continued playing with her nipple inside of the fold, while at the same time I massaged her breast to help push it out. Fay bit her lip and closed her eyes as she released several strained cries, but most of my attention was focused on making her nipple appear. Finally, after a bit of work, I felt her nipple pop out.

“Ah! Ahn! Haaa!”

Fay released several screams as I took her nipple between my teeth, gently biting on it and flicking it with my tongue. She was pressing the back of her head firmly against the wall, shaking it back and forth. As she continued with this course of action, she released a load of gibberish.

“What is this feeling?! It feels so weird! So good! S-something! I can feel something coming! You’re only playing with my nipple, but I feel like I’m going insane!”

Fay’s entire body shuddered as she opened her mouth in a soundless cry. I felt something drip onto my pants. The strange wetness caused me to look down. The top of her nightgown was bunched around her waist, but the bottom was still protecting her modesty. While the top half looked dry, the bottom half was drenched.

I looked back at Fay. Her body was flushed and glistening in the moonlight as she took several deep breaths, causing her chest to sway from side to side. Her left nipple was still exposed to the cool night air, but her right one hadn’t been coaxed out yet. I thought about doing that, then decided against it. I was a little too hungry for the main course. Besides, she’d just had her first orgasm.

Grabbing her nightgown around her hips, I pulled it down. The dress slid off, though Fay almost came with it. She grabbed the edge of the dresser to keep from falling as it slid down her legs and off her feet. I set it on the floor, then grabbed her left foot.

“You have very small feet,” I said as I kissed her toes.

Fay blushed right down to the roots of her hair. “That… um… is that bad?”

“It’s cute,” I said as I placed another kiss on the arch of her foot. Her toes wiggled as I trailed more kisses up her ankle, calf, and thigh. Finally, I reached her underwear, which was just a patch of cloth tied together by a string. I undid the knot and removed it.

Fay’s moist lips were a lot puffier than Kari’s. The outer folds glistened softly in the low light of the twin moons. I leaned down and took in her intoxicating scent, then extended my tongue, pushed it past her outer lips, and gave her a thorough lick.

“Aaahn!” Fay released another startled cry. “W-wait! Don’t lick me there! That’s dirty!”

I couldn’t help but smile at how cute she was. To be honest, I was really tempted to keep licking her, but she was already wet enough that I didn’t think I’d have to worry about going in dry, and I really did want more than just foreplay. We’d have time to explore oral sex later.

“There’s nothing dirty about it,” I said. “That’s a part of you just like everything else. Personally, I think the light pink color of your pussy is beautiful.”

“That… that’s not… something you should say,” Fay released those strangled words as though she were choking.

I chuckled. Undoing the string tying my drawers around my waist, I let my clothing fall to the floor and stepped out of it. With my dick now free, Fay could not help but stare at the appendage that would be going inside of her with wide eyes.

“That’s… kind of big, isn’t it?” she asked.

“You think so?” I looked down. “I’ve never really compared myself to anyone else, so I don’t know if this is considered big or not.”

“I don’t think it’s going to fit.”

“It will fit. Please trust me.”

“I… I do trust you. Still…”

I placed my hands on either side of Fay as I leaned over and kissed her. Fay kissed back without freezing this time. It wasn’t a passionate kiss. Soft and gentle, I tried to pour my feelings for her into the kiss as I moved forward.

Since she was sitting back on the dresser, I had to grab her hips and pull them closer to me. My shaft soon came into contact with her lips. I didn’t insert myself inside of her at first, though, instead choosing to rub myself against her wet lips for lubrication. I wanted to make this as easy as possible for her. She seemed to feel this as well. As we exchanged saliva, both her outer and inner labia grew warmer and wetter, and she was unconsciously rocking her hips against me. When I looked down, I could see the way my head rubbed against the small pearl that had been worked out from underneath its hood.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Mm. Yes.”

I grabbed my length and guided it to her entrance, then slowly pushed inside of her. Fay’s entire body stiffened up before she released a loud groan. She wasn’t as tight as Kari. The soft warmth of her insides felt more like they were gently conforming to me, as though I was being embraced instead of sucked in. The warm and loving feel was complemented by the juices leaking out of her as I pushed further and further in until I reached the back.

“No hymen,” I muttered in surprise.

Fay grimaced. “I lost it during training… before I met you.”

“Ah.”

I remembered back when Fay and I first met. She’d had Spiritual Poisoning. That was not something people got easily. It required someone to train so intensely that their Spiritual Pathways became clogged because they shoved too much Spiritual Power through them. As I recalled that, I also remembered how Fay had always been quite fit. She’d had abs even before she started training with me. It wasn’t so surprising that she’d broken her hymen from training too hard, though I did wonder how it happened.

“You’re inside of me,” Fay mumbled as she looked down at our conjoined hips. She had an astonished look on her face like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “You’re completely inside of me. It feels like you’re reaching the deepest parts of my body.”

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Yes! Please… make love to me.”

I nodded at her words as I hooked my arms underneath her legs and grabbed her hips, then began slowly moving inside of her. Fay’s walls felt soft but ridged. I wasn’t sure how to describe it, but it felt sort of like her walls were made of several rings that rubbed against me, increasing the pleasure I felt.

“So… so good,” Fay mumbled. “I can’t believe… how amazing this feels… hmmm… mmmm… I-I can feel you rubbing against my insides!”

“I’m… glad… you feel that way,” I grunted. “I’m going to go a little bit faster.”

“Wait. Faster? Did you say faster? H-hold on! I don’t think I can—aaaahn! Oooh!”

I increased both the speed and power of my thrusts, until the sound of our skin slapping together became mixed with Fay’s cries and my grunts. Her wet insides grew increasingly hot as I continued plunging into her, like the friction from our rubbing had caused her to catch fire. When I looked down, I could see how my soaked shaft was spreading her lips apart. Meanwhile, her breasts shook with every thrust, and her mouth was open wide as drool escaped her lips.

Feeling a desire for more, I leaned over and licked the drool threatening to drip off her chin, all the way up to her lips, then plunged my tongue inside of her mouth. Her cries and moans were muffled as she kissed me back, swirling her tongue around mine. More drool spilled from her mouth at our sloppy exchange, but neither of us cared as it dripped down her chin and covered her breasts. We continued kissing as I stirred her insides. If I were to use alchemy terms, I would have said I was refining an egg, but Fay should have also known the anti-pregnancy technique that Kari did. It was apparently well known among noble circles, so fortunately no eggs would be fertilized today.

“Hrn! Hm! Hrm! Hhnnn!”

Fay’s muffled moans echoed inside my mouth as I played with her tongue. My balls tightened more quickly than I expected. I didn’t know how close Fay was to cumming, but I didn’t want to be the only one orgasming. That was why I reached out and grabbed her breasts, working both nipples out of their skin folds with my thumb before pinching and pulling them.

“HNN! HN! HRN! HMMM!”

The sound of her cries increasing in volume caused my tongue and mouth to vibrate. The passion in Fay’s kiss increased as she pushed my tongue back, shoving her tongue into my mouth and exploring its depths like a member of the Explorers Sect searching through ruins. I felt an increase in lubrication flowing around my crotch. At the same time, her walls were beginning to squeeze me, and her insides pulsated and twitched.

I think that was a sign that she was close, and just as the thought crossed my mind, a brilliant golden glow erupted from her chest. It was a rune array. The same one I saw on Kari every time we had sex. The same now boldly imprinted onto Lin’s chest. What was this strange array? Why did it appear on the women I was intimate with?

Fay’s body shuddered against me before slumping forward. Feeling her orgasm caused me to release my own. I wouldn’t have been able to hold out much longer anyway. I thrust myself into her one last time and released my load. My body twitched several times before I was spent. As I pulled out, the combined juices of our orgasm spilled out of her twitching nethers and onto the dresser.

“Haaaah… Fay, you feeling okay?” I asked. I received no answer. “Fay?”

I looked again and saw that Fay, while her eyes were wide open, didn’t seem to be all there. Her mouth was slack-jawed and her eyes sightless. She was slumped against the wall. Even as I observed her, the slickness from our combined lubricant was causing her butt to slide off the dresser.

“Let’s… just get you to bed,” I muttered to myself as I scooped the girl into my arms.

She was pretty limp. Her arms and legs were like soggy noodles as they swung back and forth. I pulled the bed covers back with my foot, gently laid Fay on the bed, then crawled in myself. Turning Fay onto her side as I pulled the covers back over us, I wrapped my arm around her waist and spooned against her. I didn’t know if she could sense me or not, but she scooted closer to me until her butt was touching my now flaccid member.

“Goodnight, Fay,” I whispered into her ear. “I love you.”

I didn’t think Fay could hear me. She was pretty out of it. However, I could have sworn, just before I fell asleep, that I heard her say, “I love you, too.”


Chapter 7

Scheduled Announcement




A meeting had been called by the Council of Seven—the leading body in Midgard. While it was called the Council of Seven, the name referred to how it was led by the six largest sects in the Northern Plains and the Midgard Spiritual Knights. That last group was not a sect in the technical sense, but their job as the peacekeepers of Midgard and their size had afforded them the highest position within the city.

The council meeting required all sects that were considered mid-size and up—in other words, sects that had over 500 members—to attend.

Located within the largest tower, the one belonging to the Midgard Spiritual Knights, nearly two hundred people sat in attendance at the various seats arranged within the large hall. Most of the seating was tertiary. Several rows of tables were located on a rising platform, with each row being located on a lower step than the one behind it. I was seated somewhere in the middle. Kari would normally be with me during these meetings, but someone had to take care of Kayli now… and I lost at rock-paper-scissors this time.

A circular table sat below the majority seating. The table at the bottom was reserved for the six most powerful sects and the Midgard Spiritual Knights. Currently, all seven seats were filled.

I felt a lot like a single fish being crushed by an entire school. The seats weren’t cramped, and I did have some leg and arm room to move about, but there were so many people, and the room was so stuffy. Sweat was already pouring down my neck and causing my clothes to stick to my skin. If there was one thing that I disliked about becoming a sect leader, it was being required to attend these unnecessarily long and pointless meetings.

Sadly, I couldn’t afford not to attend, especially today.

Today’s meeting was important.

“The Sekbeists have been ravaging our land, butchering our people, and leaving nothing but destruction in their wake,” exclaimed a man who appeared younger than he was. His black hair trailed down to his waist, he had pale skin that made it seem like he never got any sunlight, and his features were even more feminine than my own. “But their destruction seems almost random. After Vahn, they have never remained in any of the cities they’ve ravaged for long. After destroying everything, kidnapping the people there, and pillaging the land, they move on. It is almost as if they are searching for something.”

The man speaking was Ming Shen. He was the leader of the Poison Sect, a Spiritualist with the darkness element who incorporated poison into his body through genetic modification. I’d never seen the man in action. According to Erica, he was a powerful Spiritualist who had not only reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but had several hundred different poisons running through his body via poison glands from various animals that he had implanted into himself, which he was capable of wielding to great effect.

Scary.

“Who cares if they are searching for something? Does it even matter what they are searching for?” asked another person. This one was an older woman with wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. Her gray hair contrasted with her dark eyes. She also wore robes, but they were silver and gold instead of black like Ming Shen’s. The badge of the Alchemist Association was pinned firmly to her chest.

I’d heard that the Alchemist Association’s headquarters was attacked several days ago. While the invasion had been repelled thanks to the Battling Valkyries arriving in time to aid them, many alchemists had been killed during the attack. While all alchemists were also Spiritualists, that didn’t mean they could fight. Most alchemists didn’t know the first thing about combat.

“It might,” Erica finally spoke up, and everyone fell silent. She stood and placed her hands on the table, surveying those seated with her and those in the tertiary seats. She locked eyes with me for a second and I nodded. “I’ve already informed this august body of what Tungsten, myself, Eryk, and Kari discovered when we were sent to Niðavellir during the reclamation of Vahn. These Sekbeists once waged war with the nine realms. However, they were defeated, and disaster was averted. I believe the Great Catastrophe often spoken of in our historical texts refers to the Sekbeist invasion from back then.”

“We are already aware of that,” a man said with a frown. Decked in golden armor with numerous runes etched onto overlapping metal plates, the man in his prime gave off a commanding presence as he stared at Erica. “We have established that the information you brought us is indeed true. The Dweorgs who accompanied you have provided further evidence to lend credence to your words. No one is disputing you. Even so, I do believe that Cathrine’s point still stands. Does it matter what they did in the past? Should we care if they are searching for something? These monsters… these Sekbeists… are clearly a hostile group who must be eliminated.”

“And how do you propose we do that, Commander Ashten of the Midgard Spiritual Knights?” asked Erica.

“By defeating them wherever they appear,” Ashten said.

Erica snorted. “If that was all it took to solve this problem, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Then what do you think we should do?” asked Ashten.

“We need more information,” Erica reasoned as she looked at the other six members sitting at the table. “We need to know what they are after, where they come from, what the full scale of their forces are like, and whether or not eradicating them is even feasible. Thus far we have been faced with a nearly endless horde of enemies. They arrive at random through Warp Gates with no rhyme or reason. What’s more, they are constantly on the move. We’ve recently received reports that several Sekbeists have been spotted crossing the Endless Desert for some reason.”

Her words caused a string of whispers to break out. Of course, everyone knew about the Endless Desert, though no one had ever bothered crossing it. Most people just assumed it was endless—hence the name. Very few people knew there actually was something beyond that desert. Although it was nothing but ruins and rubble now, the place Kari and I used to call home was in that direction.

What could the Sekbeists want over there?

Tungsten voiced my thoughts out loud. “What could the Sekbeists possibly want over there?”

“I don’t know.” Erica looked over at me. “But Eryk Veiger might know what they want.”

At her words, all eyes turned on me, and I suddenly felt an extraordinary amount of discomfort. I wasn’t used to having so many people staring at me. I never spoke up in meetings. Even when matters regarding my sect came up, Kari was usually the one who dealt with the issue. She had more experience with politics than I did.

“Do you know something about what these Sekbeist might be after, Sect Leader Eryk Veiger of Brave Vesperia?” asked Ashten.

I coughed into my hand and prayed to all nine Great Overlords that my voice wouldn’t crack as I answered him. “Not particularly, no. However, while I don’t know what they are after, I did come from beyond the Endless Desert. I used to live in a large city-state known as Nevaria. On a map, it would be located somewhere in the south-eastern part of the continent. It’s surrounded by a mountain range known as the Demon Beast Mountain Range because of how many powerful Demon Beasts make the area beyond it their home.”

This was the first time I’d ever spoken of my home to so many people. Erica knew, Axel and a few of the former Explorers Guild members who joined Brave Vesperia like Felicia also knew, but those who knew of my past were few and far between.

My words caused the crowd to stir. I could see several of them breaking out in conversation, but since so many people were talking, I couldn’t actually hear what anyone was saying.

“You mean to tell me that you come from beyond the Endless Desert and failed to say anything until now?” asked Ashten, eyes narrowed. “What is the meaning of this?”

I rolled my eyes, overcoming my nervousness through irritation. “It’s an open secret. Erica and several members of my sect know where I came from, but it’s not something that has ever seemed important, so I never said anything. It isn’t like knowing where I come from really matters anyway. Nevaria was destroyed several years ago by a Demon Beast Invasion.”

More whispers broke out, but Erica spoke above them. “Is there anything you can think of that the Sekbeists might want?”

Cocking my head to the side as I thought, I could only shake my head after several seconds. “Not really. The only thing I can think of is the ruins located beyond the Demon Beast Mountain Range. There are a large number of ancient cities that were built before the Great Catastrophe that are still standing. Of course, there are also ruins similar to the ones spread across the Northern Plains. However…”

“However?” prodded Ming Shen.

“If we assume they are traveling there to open a Warp Gate in those ruins, why travel so far?” I asked. “If they wish to open a Warp Gate, then they have to acquire a vast amount of Spiritual Power. To do this, they must steal the Spiritual Power from Spiritualists using a rune array that forcibly extracts it and shoves that power into the gate. Not only are there very few people in the Endless Desert, but Nevaria is gone. There are no survivors aside from myself and Kari. Where are they going to get captives to sacrifice?”

No one had an answer to my question, and everyone looked uncomfortable by my words, which only brought about more questions. I sat back in my chair. Whatever happened during this meeting now, I had said my part.

No decision was made during this meeting, and it was eventually decided that we would adjourn for lunch. I think most people were getting frustrated by the lack of progress. I left alongside everyone else. But while I was entering the hallway, Erica caught up and began walking alongside me. We were silent for a time. It wasn’t like we could talk with so much noise anyway, but once we exited the Midgard Spiritual Knights’ main headquarters, the raven-haired beauty smiled at me.

“Sorry for putting you on the spot back there.”

“It’s no trouble.” It was, but I wasn’t about to say anything to the contrary and get myself in more trouble. “If the information I have can help, then all the better.”

“Do you think we should send people to investigate what the Sekbeists are doing in the Endless Desert?”

I thought about her question as we turned onto the main thoroughfare. There were a lot of Strut-pulled carriages traveling down the road, people meandering along the walkways, and the bustle of the city seemed a bit livelier than it had the last time I was here. I guess people were just getting used to being in a constant state of war.

That… probably wasn’t a good thing.

At least from my perspective.

“I doubt it would help,” I said after a moment. “The Endless Desert is a huge expanse of nothing. The few people who live there are mostly nomads, with only a handful of large cities spaced across endless stretches of sand, and even if you were to travel straight through, it would take over a year of travel just to reach Nevaria. Assuming the Sekbeists actually intend to go all the way to Nevaria, most of them will probably die from heat stroke and dehydration before reaching it. They might not be human, but we know they require the same kind of sustenance that we do to survive.”

“I suppose that is true, but that does make me wonder why they sent such a large group out that way,” Erica replied.

“A distraction?” I moved my shoulders in the approximation of a shrug. “I’m sure they sent people out there for the purpose of making it seem like they had a reason for doing it. Either they want us to follow them and lead a large group of our people into a trap, or they want us distracted from whatever their true goals are.”

“The release of their leader,” Erica said.

“Probably.”

According to what we knew, eight of the Great Overlords had sealed away the Sekbeists’ leader at great cost to themselves. This had caused all the Great Overlords sans the Great Overlord of the Second Realm to enter a state of suspended animation. We didn’t know where they were located. However, if the goal of the Sekbeists was to free their leader, they probably needed to find the Great Overlords who had been sealed away.

While their leader had been sealed away, the Sekbeists themselves had not. Now they were wreaking havoc in our realm. Some of those Sekbeists had invaded Niðavellir, where they killed the Great Overlord of the Second Realm, though whether out of revenge or for another reason, none of us knew. I could only assume their goal was to kill off all the Great Overlords to break the seal that kept their leader locked up.

The only question I really had was why now? It had been thousands of years since the Great Catastrophe. Why had the Sekbeists chosen to appear now of all times?

“I suppose we should stop discussing this for now. We’ll have to hear about this matter plenty once the meeting starts again,” Erica said.

I grimaced. “Please don’t remind me.”

Erica just laughed. “So, how are Kari and the little one? I’ve been so busy that I haven’t had a chance to visit in a while.”

“That’s because you’ve been spending almost all your time on the frontlines, Ms. Leader of the Battling Valkyries.” When Erica gave me an aggrieved look, I grinned at her. “They’re doing well. Kayli can speak now, though she only says one word.”

“Oh? Is it mom?” asked a curious Erica.

“Nope. It’s ‘dad,’” I said, puffing out my chest in pride.
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Today marked the beginning of the fourth month I’d been sent back into the past. 252 days might not seem like a long time compared to the several decades I had spent in my previous life, but the amount of work I had to do this time around made it feel like I’d been living in the past for much longer.

Construction of the watchtowers had begun. At present time, Empress Hilda said she only planned on creating eight—two for each gate. Anyone who traveled using one of the four gates would be able to see the construction workers rushing to and fro as they carried supplies and wheelbarrows full of sediment that would be used in the towers’ creation.

On top of creating the watchtowers, she commissioned several well-known craftsmen to work together in creating both the ballistae and the crossbows. I hadn’t seen their work yet, but Empress Hilda had asked me to check it over after they finished building the prototype for both weapons.

The only thing Empress Hilda couldn’t do was find someone who could add runes to the bolts and arrows that would be fired from the ballistae and crossbows. Nobody in Nevaria knew even the first thing about runes, which I assumed was because the knowledge had been lost or perhaps even purposefully destroyed. I told her I would begin making some of those myself once she had the arrows and bolts. However, this was going to be an involved process that took an inordinate amount of time, and I had my own goals to accomplish. I couldn’t spend every waking hour etching runes onto projectiles.

In short, I would have to find people capable of learning Rune Writing and teach it to them.

But that was a task for another time.

Training continued as usual. I had reached something of a peak in my training, which had caused my own progress to stall. I wasn’t getting any stronger. The first issue was that I had already reached a point where simple training no longer worked to increase my strength, be it physically or spiritually. From now on, my progress would become dependent on reaching the next state of Spiritualism and enhancing my body with alchemy pills. Sadly, the type of pills I needed to refine required ingredients that were so rare nobody in the Alchemist Association had even heard of them.

While my training had stalled, Kari and Fay were growing by leaps and bounds, so much so that I believed Lin was beginning to feel inadequate. I would sometimes catch the girl staring enviously at the two whenever they trained.

Lin was also joining us more often, which I believe stemmed from those feelings of inadequacy. Unlike Kari and Fay, she could not grow any stronger than she already was through training, but she was able to refine her techniques. Even if her powers hadn’t increased, she had become much better at using both the darkness and earth elements. Her poisons were also a lot more potent now.

Their training had also caught the eyes of Kari’s brothers. Earland had been the first to join, requesting that I help him improve. I had refined the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills and Body Forging Pills that Kari and Fay had used when they began training. Then I had him begin exercising with weights strapped to his limbs. It was a bit different from the weighted clothes Kari, Fay, and I had used, but since he was already in such good shape, I figured these would work fine.

Rainer had also joined us in training eventually, though Geirolf stubbornly refused to, even though I had caught him staring at us several times in the past six days.

We hadn’t gone into the Demon Beast Mountain Range since our salvaging job, but while Kari had expressed her dissatisfaction, Empress Hilda had told us in no uncertain terms that we were no longer allowed to travel outside the city until the Leucht Family had been dealt with. I understood. The Leucht Family had Dyr, a woman with the mysterious ability to attract Demon Beasts. If we went out there again, and they caught wind of it, we could find ourselves in a similar situation to before.

Even so, I felt like we were strong enough to deal with it now. The only reason I wasn’t taking Kari and the others into the Demon Beast Mountain Range was because I wanted to deal with the Leucht Family first. I didn’t think they would attack us like they did the last time, considering how they failed and were forced to flee, but it never hurt to be cautious.

Despite everything that was going on in Nevaria, one issue came up that superseded them all—at least, it did in my mind.
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“Kari’s birthday is coming up,” Empress Hilda said during what had become our bi-monthly luncheons. Since she was so busy, the empress didn’t have much time to spend on family, especially now that she was working to shore up Nevaria’s defenses and speaking with various groups of people to help her locate the still-missing Leucht Family.

There were a lot more people than just myself, Kari, Fay, Lin, and Empress Hilda. Of course, Valence was there, acting in his capacity as his wife’s bodyguard—not that she needed one. Dante and Rainer were also present, as were Earland and Mykkel. Only Geirolf had not shown himself. The nine of us were seated around a large crystal table shaped like a circle.

“It’s Kari’s birthday?” I asked, blinking several times. Come to think of it, I couldn’t actually remember when her birthday was. She and I had never celebrated our birth after the destruction of Nevaria. It hadn’t been important when we were roaming the Endless Desert, and I think we just eventually forgot about our birthdays. I didn’t even know how old either of us had been in my previous life.

“Her birthday is coming in ten days,” Empress Hilda said. “We’ll be planning a parade to celebrate her seventeenth year.”

I felt a little shocked that we would be celebrating Kari’s birth with a parade, but I had also never celebrated Kari’s birthday before. Maybe this was standard in Nevaria. Kari was, after all, the Princess of Nevaria. I did know that we celebrated Empress Hilda’s birth the year before, but it was not a parade. The empress had given a speech and there had been a large gathering where everyone was invited. A parade was magnitudes larger than a simple party.

“Seventeen is a big year,” Rainer explained to me when he saw the confusion on my face. “This is technically the age where children are officially considered adults. It’s unofficial recognition, but a lot of people will find themselves bearing more responsibility after they reach seventeen years.”

“I thought it was eighteen,” I admitted with a sigh.

“Eighteen is just when students at the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy graduate,” Fay educated me before anyone else could. “Students at other schools graduate at seventeen. We’re different because our schooling is more extensive, since we learn Spiritualism on top of our regular studies.”

“Oh…”

I was beginning to realize there was a lot about Nevaria that I didn’t know. I had assumed that because Kari graduated at eighteen in my previous life that eighteen was the age when people reached adulthood in our society, but it seemed my assumption was way off.

While I was wallowing in shock, Lin grabbed the steak she’d been given and chowed down. Mykkel glanced at the girl as she literally shoved an entire steak into her mouth and swallowed it in a single gulp. I could see him trying to figure out how such a thing was possible. Certainly, it defied what I knew about human anatomy, but I had stopped trying to figure out how Lin could eat food in one bite. It wasn’t a Lamia thing, that much I knew at least. Lin was just… she was just… special, I guess.

“You seem confused,” Dante said. “Didn’t you already know all this?”

“I never went to school,” I admitted. “I was an orphan who was kicked out of his orphanage and lived on the streets for the longest time. Thanks to that, I guess you could say I slipped through the cracks.”

“You were kicked out of your orphanage?” Kari looked at me like I’d just told her the entire world was coming to an end.

“It happened when I was five,” I admitted. “I don’t remember exactly what happened because it was so long ago that I don’t even remember the name of the orphanage, but I remember being kicked out on the streets by the matron. I lived in the alleys for the longest time before Ms. Nadine found me. She helped educate me during her free time, then offered me a job at the library when I was ten.”

There were several orphanages located within Nevaria. A lot of Spiritualists died traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. A lot of children were often left homeless that way, and some were abandoned by the spouse of the deceased since having a child put a strain on their meager finances, which would become further strained once their largest source of income was gone. I didn’t know if I was one of those children or not. All I remembered from back then was the orphanage. I knew I had parents, and I knew at least one of them was not human, but I didn’t know who they were, or if they were even alive.

“That’s…” Fay placed a hand over her mouth as she stared at me with pity. Seeing that expression made me sigh. I didn’t want anybody’s pity, especially not from someone who shared my bed.

“So you were able to live despite not having anybody to rely on for several years?” Lin crossed her arms and nodded several times. “That’s Darling for you. He is nothing if not resourceful.”

“I suppose living on your own is why you are so strong,” Empress Hilda said at last. She was wrong, but I didn’t correct her. “In either event, this particular birthday is important for a number of reasons. The first is obviously that Kari is becoming an adult. But the second reason is that I plan on announcing your marriage to her during her birthday. We’ll be hosting a party that everyone is invited to attend after the parade. I plan to announce your upcoming nuptials then.”

“Are you only announcing my marriage to Kari?” I glanced at Fay and Lin. While Lin didn’t really seem to understand what was happening since she was still unaware of Nevarian customs, Fay caught my eyes and both blushed and smiled at me. It seemed she was aware of my thoughts.

“We will, of course, announce that you will be marrying Fay Valstine and Lin as well.” Empress Hilda hid her smile behind the teacup cradled in her right hand. However, I could see the way her eyes crinkled. “If we didn’t announce them all at the same time, it would cause problems. People would think we were hiding this from them. That could cause unrest amongst the population. I wish to avoid that if at all possible.”

“Right.” I sighed. Matters of marriage seemed a lot more complicated than I had imagined.

Empress Hilda giggled at me. “You are not part of the nobility, so I understand that you would not know any of this, but matters such as one’s birth and marriage are incredibly important to us. They are ways of celebrating important figures and flaunting our power to others.”

I summed up my thoughts rather succinctly. “So, basically, Kari’s birth is being used for bragging rights.”

“More or less.”

I wasn’t too happy knowing that celebrating Kari’s birth was being done as a means of bragging about her status and power, but I had also never celebrated her birthday even once in my previous life, so what did I know?

“What would you like us to do?” I asked.

I could only assume that the reason she wanted to speak with us about this matter was that she had a specific plan in regards to Kari’s birthday and needed our help. That said, I honestly didn’t know how we could help her. I had never planned a birthday party in my entire life. I had also never taken part in a parade before, though I knew a few people who had. Erica and Tungsten, as the leaders of their respective sects, had participated in many a parade. Kari and I had even watched one of them. In either event, I didn’t know what we could do to help out.

Empress Hilda smiled. “You need not worry about the actual planning. Please leave that to myself and my husbands. But I was hoping the three of you would be willing to take part in the parade and not just the announcement of your upcoming marriage.”

Ah. So that was what she wanted.

“I don’t have a problem with that,” I said with a shrug before turning to Fay and Lin. “How about you two?”

“I also don’t have any issues taking part in the parade,” Fay added.

“This princess thinks being in a parade will be fun.” Lin also put in her two valis. Then her face scrunched up in confusion as she tilted her head. “By the way, what’s a parade?”

Her words caused laughter to ring out across the table.


Chapter 8

Getting a Birthday Gift




I was walking on my hands and knees, my eight-month-old daughter sitting on my shoulders, grabbing fistfuls of my long, green hair as she cheered and giggled. We were strutting across the carpeted floor of the main office. Several meters to my left, Kari was sitting behind the desk and diligently working on the paperwork required for our guild, which I had foisted off on her because I knew squat about paperwork.

“You know, when the sect leader shoves his paperwork onto his wife, it sets a bad example for the others,” Kari grumbled as she read over a document, signed it, and then placed it on the pile of already finished documents.

“That’s only if the sect leader is actually good at paperwork and knows what he’s doing,” I countered as Kayli pointed at the couch and said, “Dat! Dat!” As I marched toward the couch like a quadruped, I continued talking. “I was made sect leader by majority vote, but honestly, I think you would make a far better sect leader than I ever could. I don’t know the first thing about being a good leader.”

“That’s not true at all, and you know it. You just don’t want to do any of the paperwork.” As she complained, Kari looked up and frowned when I leapt clean over the couch. Kayli released a delighted squeal while we were airborne. “And please be careful. The last thing I want is for her to fall off.”

“She won’t fall off,” I said as I landed on the ground on the opposite side of the couch.

“You said the same thing last time.”

“Well… that is true, yeah, but she really won’t fall off me this time.” As I made my way back around the couch, I glanced at Kari as she grabbed another sheet of parchment and began reading over it. “I’m sticking her to my shoulders with magnetism. Did you know that the human body contains about three to four grams of iron? It’s not enough for me to do anything combat-related, but I can at least make someone’s body stick to me.”

“I swear… ever since you became a father, you’ve learned the most unusual facts.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“Is Mommy’s fault?” asked Kayli.

I nodded. “That’s right. It’s Mommy’s fault.”

“Mommy’s fault!”

Kari released a tired sigh, then looked back at me and Kayli as we played, and a soft smile curled her lips. It was beautiful to see. That said, I couldn’t figure out if it was a wry smile or a happy one. Maybe it was a mixture of both?

“And you thought you’d never be a good father,” she said. “Kayli certainly seems to disagree.” The smile suddenly turned one hundred percent exasperated. “She loves you even more than she does me.”

“That’s because her dad likes to spoil her!”

“Don’t declare that with so much pride,” Kari spoke to me in a dry voice.

“Spoil! Spoil!” Kayli cheered.

I played with Kayli and talked with Kari for the next hour or so before my daughter became tired and fell asleep. We had a crib in the office, so I tucked her in before making my way to Kari, where I placed my hands on her shoulders and began massaging them. Kari stiffened as she released a stifled groan, but then her body relaxed completely as I worked out the stiff muscles in her shoulders.

“How is everything looking with Brave Vesperia?” I asked.

“Everything is fine,” Kari sighed as she directed my hands with subconscious vocal cues. I paid close attention to her content sighs and even her pained grunts. I also watched her face to see what places made her wince. Those areas had knots I needed to work out, and while I did that, Kari continued speaking. “We’ve recently expanded from 512 members to 645, and we have even more applications to look through from people all across the Northern Plains.”

“How many applicants?” I asked.

“About 2,560… but that’s just a rough estimation.”

I grimaced. “Being popular sure isn’t easy.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“Not mine.”

Ever since returning to Miðgarðr, the realm of the humans, I had been battling the Sekbeists on the frontlines and protecting people who could not protect themselves. I suppose I had made something of a name for myself. Erica had once said I was ranked among the top ten most powerful Spiritualists in the Northern Plains. Of course, it wasn’t as if I was the only one who was popular here.

“Even though you don’t go onto the battlefield that much anymore, you’re still considered one of the strongest Spiritualists in the entire Northern Plains. I also hear you’ve been ranked as the second most beautiful woman in all of Midgard,” I said.

Kari frowned. “Who’s first?”

“Erica.”

“Ah. Yeah, I can see her being first.”

“Hm.” I leaned down and placed a kiss on Kari’s cheek. “Those people lack a proper sense of aesthetics. You are so much more beautiful than Erica will ever be.”

Kari’s breathing hitched as I kissed a small junction behind her jawline.

“E-Eryk…” She tilted her head to grant me better access to her neck, and I took full advantage of that by placing a string of kisses across her skin. I mixed soft and gentle kisses with rougher and more forceful ones. Soon, Kari’s breathing had grown heavy.

Turning her head, Kari claimed my lips before I could continue kissing her neck. Our tongues swirled together in an open-mouthed kiss. I slowly slipped my hand inside of the large neckline of Kari’s white dress, which she wore when she wasn’t in combat these days because it was easier to bare her chest so she could breastfeed Kayli. I used that to my advantage and cupped her breasts in my hands.

“These have gotten a lot bigger since you’ve had Kayli,” I mumbled.

“That’s… it’s because I’m producing… haaah… ahn… it’s because I make milk.”

“That reminds me, I’ve always wondered what your breast milk tastes like.”

“Hmmm. Do you really want some?”

“I’m tempted.”

We continued to make pillow talk and share kisses as I massaged her breasts. I had to be careful not to be too firm. One time when she and I were having sex, I made the mistake of squeezing her breasts too hard and milk had squirted out and shot me in the eye. It had been a very blinding experience.

Before we could go any further, a knock sadly came on the office door. The two of us stopped kissing. We turned to look at the door.

“Think they’ll go away if we ignore them?” I asked.

“Probably…” Kari began as another knock sounded out. “Not.”

“I thought as much.”

With a sigh, I slid my hand out of Kari’s dress, stood up, and walked over to the door. Hesitating for just a moment with my hand on the handle, I released another sigh as I lamented how my time with Kari was being interrupted by an interloper. Then I opened the door and stared at the person standing on the other side.

“Felicia,” I greeted with a smile that was only somewhat fixed.

She must have realized that because she grinned. “Am I interrupting your alone time with your wife?”

“If I said yes, would you leave?” I asked seriously.

“Not a chance.”

“Then no, you aren’t. Come on in.”

I held the door open and stepped out of the way as Felicia entered. She was a delicate-looking woman, small and with a lithe body that made her seem childlike. Her hair was a dark auburn that went down to her shoulders. As she surveyed the area with her bright green eyes, her gaze turned first toward the crib with the sleeping Kayli, then toward Kari who was still sitting behind the desk and looking just a little frustrated.

“I definitely interrupted you two,” she said with a slight smile as I closed the door.

“If you know that, then please make this quick,” Kari told her.

Felicia smiled at the rebuttal, but then her expression slowly became a bit more serious as she stood before the desk. I moved to stand behind Kari. Anyone looking at us would have assumed I was her second in command rather than the sect leader. No matter how many people told me otherwise, I still thought my wife was a better leader than me.

“We just got a request from Erica of the Battling Valkyries,” she said. “They are requesting that both of you come and attend a meeting with the Six Great Sects.”

I glanced down at Kari, who looked back up at me. When our eyes met, the two of us held a conversation without words, causing Felicia to shuffle on her feet like we were making her uncomfortable. The two of us were in agreement that something big was happening. Erica wouldn’t bother asking for both of us unless that was the case.

“I guess we’d better pack for a long trip,” I said at last.

“We’ll need to bring Kayli,” Kari added.

“Agreed. I’m not leaving her here unless one of us is present.”

As we made travel plans, I wondered what Erica wanted this time.
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I had called Fay and Lin to a secret meeting. The three of us had left early that morning after asking Mykkel and Earland to distract Kari by requesting a spar with her. We made our way to a small café that sold baked goods like cakes and pastries. Their carrot cakes were supposedly to die for. Sitting inside the store around a round table, I hoped we blended in with the small crowd of people who were also eating there.

Of course, when one of you is a half-snake girl with a six-meter-long tail, blending in is pretty much impossible, but at least we tried.

“This princess would like to know why you called us out here,” Lin said even as she sipped on the frothy beverage she had ordered. “Couldn’t we have talked about whatever you wish to discuss at home?”

“I too would like to know what’s going on,” Fay added. Unlike Lin, she had a pastry sitting on a plate in front of her, though she had yet to touch it. “I can only assume it has something to do with Kari’s upcoming birthday.”

“That’s right,” I said. “With Kari’s birthday coming up, everyone in Nevaria is getting ready for the celebration. I’m sure she’ll receive tons of gifts from various noble factions and other people who wish to get in her good graces, and that’s all well and good, but that made me think about how I don’t have anything to give her. I thought it would be nice if the three of us could get her a birthday present together.”

“Hmm… that does sound like a good idea.” Fay cupped her chin and looked down as I sipped my cafa. It was a drink made from steeping a type of bean in hot water. The bitter taste helped wake me up. “I’m sure you are correct about how she’ll receive a lot of presents, but knowing Kari as I do, she won’t particularly care for any of them. However, a present from the people who are close to her is a different story. I believe she’d appreciate anything we got her.”

“This princess doesn’t really understand the concept of birthdays,” Lin admitted with a frown. “Can someone please tell her why they are so important?”

“Do Lamia from the Endless Desert not celebrate their birth?” I asked.

Lin shook her head. “We only celebrate the birth itself. We do not celebrate it every year. Just the one time when the child is first born.”

“It’s an old tradition that stems from before the Great Catastrophe,” I explained. “There was a country called Roma, which believed it was important to celebrate the day of one’s birth every year because a birthday signifies your beginning and the joy of life. They held a strong belief that every human had been given a chance to fulfill their own unique mission in life. According to them, a person’s birthday is a time for them to celebrate, reflect, and give thanks for having been born, and so the tradition of celebrating someone’s birth spread to other countries.”

Lin’s ears wiggled and her tail slid against the ground as she listened to me with rapt attention, her beautiful golden eyes never straying from my face. Fay already knew this. The redhead grabbed her pastry and began nibbling on it as I finished explaining the concept of birthdays to Lin.

“This princess had no idea birthday celebrations were such an old tradition.” She looked down at her nearly finished drink and frowned. “But now… this princess wishes she could remember the month of her own birth. She doesn’t even remember what day she was born on.”

I reached out and grabbed her hand, causing Lin to look up from her drink and stare into my eyes.

“You don’t need to worry about that. If we can’t figure out what day you were born on, then we’ll just find another day for you to celebrate your birthday,” I assured her.

“Why not make your birthday the day Eryk saved you?” suggested Fay. “That is technically the start of your new life.”

“Ah!” Lin’s golden eyes lit up in delight. “This princess likes that idea! She likes it a lot.”

“Then let’s do that.” Squeezing her hand one more time, I leaned back in my chair and sighed. “Now back to the matter at hand. What do you think we should get Kari for her birthday?”

“Well… what do we know that she likes?” asked Fay.

“She likes reading books, exploring ruins, and going on adventures,” I answered without hesitation. “The problem is two of those aren’t birthday gifts we can give her, and she already has a lot of books. Unless we can find a rare book that only has one copy in existence, we’re kind of out of luck in that regard. By the way, Fay, are you feeling okay?”

“Yes, of course.” Fay tilted her head. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You’ve just seemed a bit out of sorts,” I responded with a small frown.

Fay’s beautiful threads of fiery hair swayed as she shook her head. “I’m fine. I have been having a few odd dreams as of late. They woke me up a couple of times.”

“Odd dreams?” Lin muttered.

“Don’t worry about it.” Fay dismissed our concern with a wave of her hand. “I can’t even remember what I dreamed about, so it’s probably not that big a deal.”

While Fay didn’t think it was a big deal, I was growing a bit concerned. Lin and Kari had also been having dreams. Kari had woken up once or twice with tears in her eyes because of a nightmare she’d been having, and yet she couldn’t remember what those dreams—nightmares—entailed. The dreams themselves vanished from her mind like fog clearing up after the sun came out. And now Fay was also having dreams that she apparently didn’t remember.

I couldn’t help but think this was all connected to the rune array that appeared when I slept with them, but I still didn’t know what those runes were, why they appeared, or what their function was.

It was vexing.

Lin crossed her arms and nodded. “This princess understands how you feel. She had a dream a while back about the time she was stuck in the form of a snake. She was attacked by wild boars, but Darling didn’t come to save her this time and she was killed. It was a very unpleasant dream.”

“So you remember your dreams?” asked Fay.

“Indeed.”

“Sounds unpleasant,” I said before deciding to move on. There was nothing I could do about this right now. “Anyway, about that gift…”

The three of us went into deep thought as we tried to come up with something we could get Kari for her birthday, but honestly, I was drawing a complete blank. Kari and I had never once celebrated our respective birthdays after the Demon Beast Invasion. There had simply been other, more important things for us to do—like surviving. By the time we could begin celebrating them, neither of us could even remember when our birthdays were.

On that note, I had never known when my birthday was.

“Maybe… we could make her something,” Fay suggested.

“Make something? Like what?” Lin asked.

“What about something like a wood carving? We could make a small figure of all four of us,” Fay said.

“That sounds like a good idea…” I began, “… but do any of us have the artistic talent to carve a wooden statue?”

“Uh…” Fay suddenly froze as she realized the problem—namely, that none of us had ever created a wood carving before and therefore didn’t have any talent at it.

At that moment, Lin raised her hand. “This princess thinks she can make something like that.”

“Really?” Fay and I asked.

Squirming in her seat as the two of us stared at her expectantly, Lin thumped her tail against the ground, causing several of the patrons sitting nearby to glance at her tail before turning away. By now, most people knew who Lin was. Even people who had never met her before were aware of the “snake girl” who lived with the Astralia Royal Family.

“Well… she can’t carve or anything, but this princess does know how to draw,” Lin confessed with the gentlest of blushes.
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When Lin informed us that she knew how to draw, I hadn’t been sure what to expect.

After finishing our food and drinks at the café, the three of us left and wandered through the streets of Nevaria, which had clearly become quite festive. Several people were hanging banners and streamers from rooftops and balconies. The banners had signs like “Happy Birthday, Princess!” and “May you be blessed for years to come!” and even “Happy 17th Birthday, Princess Kari!” They were the standard well wishes one could expect from a birthday celebration, I suppose.

Not only did everyone appear to be getting ready for Kari’s birthday, but many people were discussing the upcoming celebration in the streets. Lin, Fay, and I passed several people who were talking about it. A group of middle-aged women was chattering as they passed us, discussing the upcoming birthday as if it were their own. A group of teenage boys was bragging about how they would get Kari the best present ever. Everyone who was anyone seemed to be excited over this matter.

It all felt so foreign to me.

“That’s the Princess of Nevaria for you,” Fay said as she also listened in on some of the conversations happening around us. “Everyone is excited about Kari’s birthday.”

“Being a public figure like that must be hard,” I muttered.

“I hope you realize people are going to be celebrating your birthday with the same zeal,” she said.

“Then it’s a good thing I don’t know when my birthday is.”

As Fay and I chattered, we were dragged along by Lin, who had a firm grip on our hands as she looked at the various shops we passed. We were currently in the merchant district. Lin said that in order to make her drawing, she needed supplies. I wasn’t sure exactly what she needed. Fay didn’t seem to know either. But we both allowed the Lamia girl to drag us around in search of a shop that sold what she wanted.

“Here,” Lin said at last, stopping in front of a small, one-story building made of interlocking logs that had clay being used as filling between the gaps in the logs. The roof was also made of logs that had been sawed down the middle. There was one entrance, no windows, and the only symbol that let me know this was a shop was the sign hanging above the door. It showed the image of a calligraphy pen behind a sheet of parchment.

“You sure this will have what you are looking for?” I asked.

Fay also looked at the sign. “It looks like they sell parchment and writing implements.”

“This is the place,” Lin determined as she tugged on our hands. “Just follow this princess inside. She’ll show you what she wants to buy.”

The inside of the small log cabin didn’t contain much. Our footsteps caused the wooden floorboards to creak as we looked at the various types of parchment lining the walls. They were simple displays telling us what type of parchment they sold. I could see goatskin parchment, Demon Beast hide parchment, and even vellum—parchment made from the skins of young animals such as lambs and calves. This interior was divided in half, with one half showcasing what sort of parchment they sold and the other separated by a table.

An old man stood with a stoop behind the counter, watching us with his pitch-black eyes. He eyed Lin’s long snake tail with an odd frown like he couldn’t figure out what to make of it.

This building was only about ten or eleven square meters total, so she could barely fit inside. However, Lin slithered up to the counter and placed her hands on the surface.

“This princess would like to buy two sheets of vellum and a box of charcoal sticks,” Lin said.

The old man looked at her, then at us, and then at Lin’s tail again. Being an older man, he probably didn’t pay much attention to the goings-on around Nevaria. I doubted he even knew who Lin was. That said, he also likely didn’t care. He looked to be at that age where very little could actually bother him.

“That will cost 2,400 valis,” the old man finally said.

Since I was the one with all the money, I reached into my coin purse and pulled out the necessary amount: Two platinum coins and four gold coins. I handed them to the old man. He grunted as he took them, then turned around and began looking through cubby holes situated in the back of the shop. The three of us waited until he turned around again, carrying two rolled-up sheets of parchment and one box, which he set on the counter and pushed toward us.

“Thank you,” Lin said as she grabbed the box and scrolls.

Without waiting for us, Lin turned around and slithered over her own snake tail, which had grown quite twisted inside this little shop, and left the store. Fay and I looked at each other before following her out.

We followed her as she led us to a park. This one had a small channel running through it. I glanced at the calmly flowing water, then at the surrounding grass and trees, of which there were many. Massive oak trees stood arrayed around the park at random. Each one was fairly large and well-maintained. Their thick canopies were enough to provide shade for anyone looking to sit against their trunks. Empress Hilda liked to keep these parks clean so children and families could use them to relax.

The three of us were walking down a cobblestone path that led to a gazebo with a domed roof and a stone table. This wasn’t the same gazebo we used a lot back when Kari, Fay, and I were training outside of Nevaria—it wasn’t even the same park—but it possessed a similar aesthetic.

“This princess would like you two to wait while she makes the drawing,” Lin said as she sat down.

Fay and I were silent as she took the first sheet of parchment, spread it across the table, and then opened the box of charcoal. It looked like the charcoal came in various sizes. Some of them looked really thick and big, while other sticks were tall and thin. She took one of the pieces of charcoal, a thinner one, and did a few test strokes.

Seeing how Lin had basically tuned us out, Fay and I moved off to the side where we wouldn’t disturb her.

“I had no idea Lin could draw,” Fay said.

“Neither did I.” After admitting this, I paused. “Though I did notice how neat her handwriting is. I also remember how she mentioned her people use drawings as their form of writing. Thinking about it like that, it isn’t so unusual that she would know how to draw.”

“Yes, that is true. However…”

“However?”

“Doesn’t it seem like you and I aren’t really doing anything?” Fay pointed this out to me. “This is supposed to be a present from all of us, but the only one making it is Lin.”

“That’s…”

I tried to think of something to say, but nothing came to mind. Fay was right. Lin was doing all the work. All I’d done was buy the supplies. Meanwhile, Fay hadn’t even done that much.

“Maybe… we should ask Lin if she’d be willing to teach us?” I suggested. “Then we can create the artwork together.”

“I think that idea is better than just having her do everything,” Fay agreed.

With this decision made, the two of us went back to Lin, explained our idea to her, and asked if she would be willing to teach us how to draw. She stared blankly at us for a minute, but then her golden eyes lit up like beacons. A happy and beautiful smile caused her lips to curl in a way that enticed me to kiss them, though I did resist the impulse. I think she enjoyed the idea of teaching us something for a change.

“Hmhmhm. This princess will be more than happy to teach you two how to draw.” Lin thrust out her chest. Her face had taken on the haughty appearance I used to see on her all the time when she and I first started living together. “Just do everything this princess tells you to. She’ll turn you into artists in no time flat.”

Lin was enthusiastic when it came to teaching us. The first thing she talked about was the different types of charcoal: vine charcoal, which was long and thin; willow charcoal, which was the result of burning willow sticks in a kiln without air; compressed charcoal, the stuff that was shaped like a block and had varying levels of hardness; and powder, which she said was used to create patterns.

The next thing she taught us was art techniques. There were apparently four different types of techniques her people used: hatching, rubbing, blending, and lifting. Hatching was a method in which thin, dark lines were continuously placed parallel to each other. Rubbing was done with a sheet of parchment pressed against a targeted surface, and then the rubbing of charcoal against the parchment, which created an image of the texture on the parchment. Blending created smooth transitions between darker and lighter areas of a drawing and could also be used to add a shadow effect. The most common method was using a finger or square piece of leather to rub or spread charcoal that had been applied to the parchment. Lifting was simply using kneaded rubber to erase the charcoal on the parchment.

After she taught us the basics, all three of us got to work.
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We arrived at the Imperial Royal Palace several hours later, covered in charcoal and carrying several sheets of parchment. Our faces, hands, and a good portion of Lin’s chest and stomach was covered in black smudges, but all of us were wearing smiles.

We found Kari sitting with her legs crossed in the courtyard used for training. Earland and Mykkel were also present, but unlike the pristine Kari, they were covered in bruises.

“Lin,” I began, “Why don’t you go and find a good place to hide the artwork we made? Since I want it to be a surprise, I’d rather Kari not find out about it just yet.”

“Just leave it to this princess! She will find a perfect hiding spot.”

Carrying both the rolled-up parchment and box of charcoal, Lin traveled down the open corridor and entered the door on the opposite side. After she left, Fay stepped into the courtyard and wandered over to Kari. It looked like she was attempting to reach the Second State of Spiritualism. Her golden aura was flickering as it grew smaller, then larger, and then smaller again. Since she was training, Fay didn’t disturb her but sat down beside the blonde girl.

I walked over to Mykkel and Earland.

“You two are in rough shape,” I said.

“Well, you did ask us to spar with Kari,” Mykkel said with a worn smile. He touched the side of his cheek, hissing when his finger grazed the black bruise there. Not only did he have bruises all over his body, but his left eye was swollen shut.

“I am surprised by how strong Kari has become,” Earland said, opening his eyes. “Physically speaking, she has become far stronger than either of us. Every swing of her ranseur causes the air to shriek. My bones still feel like they are being rattled from trying to block her attacks. It’s almost unfathomable how much more powerful she is now.”

Earland and Mykkel were sitting against the wall. While Mykkel had his legs spread out in front of him, the eldest of Empress Hilda’s children was sitting with his legs crossed. He seemed to take getting beaten by his younger sister pretty well.

“You two will be able to get that strong if you keep training and using those alchemy pills I refined for you,” I said as the door on the far side opened and Lin came out. The Lamia paused after entering the courtyard, looking between me and the two girls, before traveling over to Kari and Fay.

“I do feel like I have become a lot stronger since I began taking a bath with those Body Forging Pills,” Mykkel admitted. “I can lift more weight, run faster and further, and my attacks have a lot more power to them. Though I am still nowhere near my dear sister’s level.”

I shrugged. “Kari started before either of you. She already gained all the benefits to be had from those alchemy pills, whereas you two have only just started taking them, so it’s only natural she’s a lot stronger.”

Kari hadn’t been taking the Body Forging Pill or Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill for a month now, but that was because they were no longer effective. Alchemy pills that enhanced the physical and spiritual properties of the body eventually became ineffective after a certain point. Not only did the body build up an immunity to them, but there was only so much strength a person could gain from the medicinal ingredients.

“I’ll take your word for it,” Mykkel said, then tilted his head. “By the way, why are you, Fay, and Lin covered in charcoal?”

“Oh, we were just making some art,” I said, smiling when Mykkel and Earland looked at me in confusion.


Chapter 9

Preparation for the Parade




After stepping through the Warp Gate at our main headquarters, Kari and I found ourselves in a large room that looked similar to the one we had just left. It was a massive space shaped in the semblance of a dome. The floor was made of oddly shaped stone tiles that had a number of runes inscribed on them. Furthermore, immediately behind us was the gigantic Warp Gate, a half oval-shaped gateway with swirling eddies of Spiritual Power flowing out of it.

Kari and I weren’t alone today. Our daughter was with us. I carried her in my arms as we left the room and entered a hallway that ended with a door leading into the entrance hall. As was the case with most standard entrance halls, this one had the same general layout. It was a large room with several chairs and couches where people could sit to fill out quest forms, and there was a reception counter where our receptionists filed all the requests that came in.

“Oh! Master Eryk! Mistress Kari!” The young boy at the reception counter greeted us with a cheerful wave. “Hello! Do you two have business in Midgard today?”

I was disappointed with myself to know that I couldn’t remember this boy’s name, but there were over 600 members in Brave Vesperia now, and those were just the members who took on quests. This boy was not a Spiritualist. He couldn’t take on quests, so he stayed behind the reception counter and helped people who had quests for us fill out the quest forms.

“That’s right,” I said. “We’ll probably be gone for a little while. Please tell everyone else to hold down the fort.”

“Yes, sir!”

We traveled outside and onto the crowded streets of Midgard. The scents and sights of the big city filled my nose and vision. Hundreds of people walked to and fro, their bodies packed together on the walkways as carts and carriages pulled by Struts traveled down the paved roads.

Following the flow of traffic, we took several turns before stopping at a public transportation stop. I looked at the sign detailing the times when the carriages would come. We had five minutes.

“What do you think Erica wants to see us for?” asked Kari as she stood next to me.

“Don’t know, but it must be important. Given how the war is going so far, I can’t imagine her calling us for anything that doesn’t have to do with it. I’m assuming she has some new information regarding the Sekbeists and is planning on a course of action.”

Kayli stirred in my arms, no doubt roused by the noise surrounding us. She didn’t look like she was waking up, though. That was good. I was a little glad she was such a heavy sleeper since it made things easier for me.

“If it really does have something to do with the war, then I hope she’s figured out a way to end it,” Kari sighed.

“That sounds like wishful thinking,” I said at first, then reached out to squeeze Kari’s hand. “But I hope so too.”

As we continued speaking, a large cart being towed along by four Struts tied to harnesses pulled up alongside the stop. The driver, a young woman with auburn hair and dressed in a smart skirt and shirt, looked at us.

“You heading to the central plaza?” she asked.

“We are,” I answered.

“It’s fifty valis per person. Your kid can ride free. Hop on board.”

After handing her ten silver coins, Kari and I climbed into the cart through the back and sat down in the only free seats available. There were already several people present. They stared at us, but then went back to their own conversations after getting over their curiosity. That said, it sounded like some of their conversations were no longer about whatever they had originally been talking about.

“Hey, hey. Who do you suppose those two are?”

“No idea, but that blonde chick is hot. Think she’ll go on a date with me if I asked her out?”

“Get real. Look at the kid that guy is holding. They’re obviously a family.”

“That man is such a hunk. I wish he wasn’t with that floozy. Just who is she anyway?”

“Don’t know, but I doubt you’d stand a chance. Just look at how good those two look together. They’re like the perfect couple.”

Kari’s smile was fixed as she heard the conversations happening around us. I was sure my expression was the same. Of course, both of us were fairly used to this by now. It wasn’t like this was the first time we’d had to listen as people talked about us when they thought we couldn’t hear them.

We had to deal with comments from the peanut gallery until the cart reached the central plaza, after which everyone hopped off and went their separate ways.

The central plaza had been given its name because it was literally in the center of Midgard. This also meant that surrounding it on six sides were the six towers belonging to the Northern Plain’s most powerful guilds. The central plaza also surrounded the Midgard Spiritual Knights’ headquarters. It was marked by a large fountain of the Midgard Spiritual Knights’ founder. Kari and I spent a quick moment staring at the fountain of the middle-aged man holding a spear with the butt end impaled into the ground, but we quickly oriented ourselves, walking off in the direction of the Battling Valkyries’ tower.

A young woman was there to meet us. She was thin and didn’t look very strong, but I knew better than to assume as much. She had dark hair and eyes, and she was dressed in full battle regalia. Her chestplate, gauntlets, greaves, and pauldrons were made from sets of overlapping metal that covered most of her body. Runes were glowing on the surface. It must have been Dweorg-made.

I recognized this woman.

“Karen!” Kari greeted with a vibrant smile. “How are you?”

Karen offered us a polite bow. “Good day, Eryk, Kari. I have been well. Thank you for asking. I’ve been waiting for you both. If you two could follow me, I will direct you to where Mistress Erica and the others are waiting.”

We were directed toward a meeting room on the top floor. It involved taking the lift located in the middle of the second floor. It was a device that relied on a series of levers, pulleys, and monster cores to power it. People could designate which floor they wanted to travel to. The one at the very top, the meeting room, was Floor 159.

The meeting room was vast, with a ceiling that was several dozen meters high, and a spacious interior that spanned what I guessed was the tower’s entire circumference. This massive space wasn’t quite empty, but it also didn’t have any real furnishings. Aside from a few shelves where a number of tomes and scrolls of rolled-up parchment sat, there was the long table in the very center of the room.

Several people were already sitting there.

I recognized them all.

“Eryk. Kari.” Erica stood up and greeted us with a relieved smile. “Thank you for agreeing to come on such short notice.”

“Considering you would never call us over for something that wasn’t important, we couldn’t very well disregard a summons from you. Whatever you want to see us for can’t be a trivial matter,” I said.

Kari and I walked toward the table, which had enough space to seat nine people. As we did, I studied the individuals present. There was Ming Shen of the Poison Sect, Cathrine Hildre of the Alchemist Association, Tungsten of the Paladin Sect, Dagan Fauste of the Healer’s Sect, and Morrigan Arsland of the Spiritualism Research Sect. They along with Erica made up the leaders of the six most powerful sects in the Northern Plains.

“Are you okay, Erica?” Kari asked as we came closer. “You look tired.”

Erica gave us a helpless shrug after Kari noticed the bags under her eyes. It looked like she was wearing makeup to cover it up. The fact that the bags were still visible showed how hard she had been working.

“I’ve been better,” Erica admitted. “But we are hoping to end the war soon. That is why we called you two here.” She paused when Kari and I sat down, her eyes going to the little girl in my arms. “You brought your daughter?”

“We weren’t going to leave her at home without at least one of us present,” I said.

“I see you have become quite the father,” Erica said. I was a little embarrassed by her words, so all I did was shrug.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but could we please hurry this meeting along? I believe what we have to say cannot wait.” The one who had spoken was Morrigan Arsland, a woman of sensuous curves whose pale skin made it seem like she spent most of her time indoors. She wore a dress that had a plunging neckline, which traveled past her navel, allowing everyone a glimpse of her snow-white skin and large chest. Her pure raven hair, pure white skin, and vivid crimson eyes made her seem like a beautiful demoness.

“You are right, of course,” Erica said as she sat back down. “Tungsten, will you begin this meeting by telling us what the Paladin Sect has discovered?”

Tungsten nodded and began talking. “The Paladin Sect has mostly been involved with closing Warp Gates and fighting on the front lines. Some of our jobs have taken us into the Misty Mountain Range. This is where the Dragons have made their home. We never hear anything from them, which I assumed was because they weren’t interested in what’s happening to the rest of the world. They have always been an insular group.”

I knew very little about the Dragons, a race of powerful creatures who were said to possess terrifying strength, capable of destroying cities with a single breath, and having the power to defeat S-Rank Demon Beasts on their own. Whether any of that was true, I didn’t know. That was just what everyone said about them.

“We’ve recently discovered that the Sekbeists have enslaved several Dragons.” Tungsten’s words were like an S-Rank Spiritual Technique to the face. They caused all of us to gasp in shock. “On our last quest into the Misty Mountain Range, we found several Dragons being captured and mounted with harnesses.”

“Are you telling me the Sekbeists are powerful enough to subdue Dragons?!” asked Dagan Fauste. He was an older man. With his balding head, shock white hair, and numerous wrinkles, it was easy to think of him as a grandfather instead of the leader of a powerful sect. He wore a white robe that covered his entire body.

“I assume they used wave tactics to tire the Dragons down and subdued them while they were exhausted,” Tungsten explained. “However, we didn’t actually see the battle. I managed to kill a group of Sekbeists and brought several harnesses to the Dweorgs. According to them, the harness is something that forcibly suppresses the will of whomever or whatever wears it.”

“What could they want with Dragons, though?” asked Cathrine.

“I believe I have the answer to that,” Erica stated.

Before anything else could be said, Kayli woke up and started crying. The six leaders of the strongest sects in the Northern Plains all turned their gaze on me, or rather, on the wailing child in my arms. I could feel their stares almost painfully drilling into my head, as if asking me what I had been thinking when I decided to bring my daughter with me.

“Sounds like someone is hungry,” Kari said as she stood up and took Kayli from me. “If you all will excuse me, I’m going to feed her.”

Kari walked off, the eyes of several people trailing her. She soon disappeared into a side room. I wasn’t sure where the door led to, but the sound of Kayli’s crying stopped once Kari closed the door behind her.

“Why don’t you continue?” I suggested to Erica with a gesture of my hand.

“Right.” Erica took a deep breath and began again. “A little while ago, the Battling Valkyries went on a mission that took us far to the south, past the Rotfang Forest. We discovered a floating island several kilometers out at sea. We have no knowledge of what this island is, how it came to be, or even what’s allowing it to float, but I believe the Sekbeists have been enslaving the Dragons for the purpose of traveling to that floating island.”

Her words were enough to leave everyone in stunned silence. A floating island? I had never heard of such a thing, and from the flabbergasted expressions on everyone else’s faces, they hadn’t either. The only one not surprised was Tungsten. I was sure he had already been informed of all this.

“I’m guessing you have a plan,” I said at last. “You wouldn’t have called us here if you didn’t.”

Erica smiled. “I do have a plan. Whatever is on that island is obviously important to the Sekbeists, or at the very least, it is something extraordinarily powerful and mysterious. I’ve hired several people from the Monster Tamers Guild to capture and tame some flying Demon Beasts for us. I would like to gather a group of powerful individuals to travel with me to that island, discover what is there, and if necessary, stop the Sekbeists from obtaining it.”

Nodding, I glanced around the table at all the people present, observing their facial expressions. After studying them, I turned back to Erica.

“I assume you want me to travel with you?” I asked as the door to the room Kari disappeared into opened again. The woman walked back out with a now awake Kayli clinging to her. As she sat down, Kayli reached out toward me, so the exasperated Kari could do nothing but sigh as she handed our daughter off to me.

Ming Shen made a face as I sat Kayli in my lap and began stroking her head. The little girl released numerous delighted giggles that utterly destroyed the somber atmosphere. Erica held a hand to her mouth as she chuckled. Even the stern Tungsten looked like he was trying hard not to smile.

“Yes, that is exactly what I want,” Erica said. “Your sect might not be large, but Eryk, you are one of the strongest Spiritualists in the Northern Plains.” She shook her head. “No, you might just be the strongest Spiritualist currently alive. I will need your help to stop the Sekbeists from doing whatever it is they are hoping to accomplish.”

Kari frowned as she listened to Erica. “It seems I missed something pretty important. What are you all talking about?”

I caught Kari up on what Erica was talking about, and by the time I was done, the woman I shared my life with was giving me a pensive frown.

“This sounds dangerous.”

“Living is dangerous these days,” Tungsten said as he crossed his arms. “We could be attacked by Sekbeists at any time. No place is truly safe anymore.”

Kari conceded Tungsten’s point, though she still looked put out. I knew why. This quest would be dangerous—perhaps even more dangerous than any previous quest I had gone on—and she wouldn’t be there to help. Someone had to stay home and look after Kayli. While Kari was powerful, she still wasn’t as powerful as me anymore, especially since she hadn’t been on the frontlines since Kayli’s birth. It was better for me to go on a quest like this.

“Then it’s decided,” Erica said after some discussion. “We will travel to the floating island located off the coast of the Rotfang Forest once the Monster Tamer Guild readies those Demon Beasts.”

Everyone was in agreement and the meeting came to an end.
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I woke up in my bedroom within the Imperial Royal Palace. Staring at the ceiling, I took several deep, calming breaths, banishing the dream I’d had into the furthest corners of my mind.

I still didn’t know why I dreamed of the past every night; was there a reason for it, or was it just the nightmares of a man who had seen and done too much? I had no idea.

Glancing down, I found a head of golden blonde hair resting on my chest, spreading across the bed like an extra sheet. Kari’s naked and warm body brought me a sense of comfort. I placed my hand on her back and slowly stroked the bare nakedness of her skin, following the lovely contours of her spine as it led into a magnificent rear end. Kari mumbled something in her sleep, then settled back down. I found myself smiling as the last vestiges of the previous night’s dream vanished and something else replaced it.

Today was Kari’s birthday.

I imagined someone would come to wake us up soon, but since it was a special day, I believed it would be better if I woke Kari up myself.

Moving my hands further down, I grabbed a handful of Kari’s butt and kneaded it. My fingers sank into her soft flesh. While her butt was firm and muscular, it also had the unique softness of a woman. I called it the marshmallow effect. She released a disgruntled sound that made me frown. I’d nearly forgotten that Kari was not a fan of butt sex. I released her butt and slid my hands along her ass, until I was tracing her outer lips, then applied a gentle pressure against the small hood hiding her pearl. A soft and gentle moan, muffled by her face against my chest, echoed from her parted lips as I kept my current course of action.

I was already quite hard just from hearing her sighs and moans. It didn’t help that my erection was trapped between Kari’s wonderful thighs. Stuck between where her thighs met her crotch, I could already feel the juices leaking from her as they trickled onto my bare flesh. When I rocked my hips slightly, a jolt traveled through my body as Kari released a louder moan than before. As the woman above me arched her spine and lifted her head, I could see that she was still quite asleep.

But I really did need her to wake up.

I traced the edge of her now puffy lips, then slowly slid one finger inside of her and used my thumb to rub her clit.

“Hhhnnn!!”

Kari’s eyes snapped wide open as I pulled my finger back, twisted it, then slid it back inside. I made a “come hither” gesture. Her teeth clenched as drool leaked from between her lips and dripped down her chin. I would have worried about whether I’d accidentally hurt her, but Kari’s insides began pulsating against my finger.

“Haah… haah… Oooh…” Kari’s eyes slowly uncrossed as she came to. Her shoulders and back relaxed as she looked at my smiling face.

“Good morning,” I greeted.

Her lips twitched a few times before they curved into a smile. “You are bad.”

“I don’t know how you can say that. I just wanted to give you a pleasant wake-up.”

I leaned forward and kissed Kari, opening my mouth so she could plunge her tongue into its depths, exploring the inside of my mouth much like she might explore ruins. I grabbed her butt again, though I avoided kneading it like before and instead just lightly massaged her cheeks to get her going. My actions caused her to grind her crotch against me, coating my length in a liberal amount of her love juices.

Kari placed her hands on my chest and broke our kiss. A liquid connection remained, stretching out as she moved back, though it soon broke. Now straddling my waist, Kari could no doubt feel my erection nestled between her butt cheeks. Her stomach flexed as she moved her butt against me, the sensations causing me to clench my teeth.

“K-Kari… that feels…”

“You like that?” Kari asked with a grin.

“Yes.”

“Hm. I figured you would. But I think we’ve done enough foreplay. I want to feel you inside of me.”

Kari raised her hips a little and took my length in her hands before she slowly, ever so slowly, lowered herself onto it. I nearly threw my head back as her lips spread apart to engulf me. First my head disappeared into her warm wetness, then the shaft was engulfed in her delicious tightness as she kept lowering herself, until Kari was resting her thighs and crotch against me. Now skin to skin, she undulated her hips in a gentle rhythm, rocking back and forth several times and biting her lower lip as though to keep from crying out.

“I always… haaah… always feel so full when you’re inside of me.”

“That’s because you’re so tight.”

“So you’re saying it’s my fault?”

“I’m saying I love how it feels to be inside of you.”

I grabbed her hips and helped her raise them. My erection, now coated in her sexual secretions, became slightly visible before I thrust my hips up as she slammed her hips down. Kari threw her head back and released a loud cry. Her insides were so wet and tight that it felt like she was milking me. There was an almost suction-like force that kept pulling me back in, and I tried everything I could think of not to grunt and explode inside of her right there.

“Haaah. Ahhhn. Mmmm.”

Kari began moving again, and I timed my thrusts to her actions, waiting until I felt like it was just the right moment to drive myself inside of her. I already knew how she liked it. When fucking from this position, Kari enjoyed it when we went hard and fast. In my previous life, she had once said it was because I could reach deeper inside of her this way, but who knew if that was true or not.

As I became buried inside of her once more, her tits bounced in front of my face. The large mountains resting against her ribcage drew my eyes with their nearly gravity-defying theatrics. I became particularly enamored with a trail of sweat that traveled down her breasts and flew off. Her nipples were already stiff from a combination of the cool morning air and her own arousal.

Unable to withstand it any longer, I reached up and tugged on her nipples.

“OHH!! AHN! That feels so good! So… so good! Hyk! AAAHN! E-Eryk! If you keep… if you keep doing that, I’m gonna—AAAH!”

Her warm insides convulsed around me as I played with her tits, tugging, twisting, and pulling on her nipples. I made sure to keep my hips moving. Every time she moved up, I pulled back and then thrust forward as she came down, pushing myself deeper inside of her. I could feel the tip touching something.

“My womb! You’re hitting my womb! Ooh! Haaah! Ahn! Eryk—ah! You! I—ahn! Aaah! Aaaah! Aaaaah!”

At some point, Kari ceased being able to speak as she continued to ride me. Her breathing became labored and raspy as her breasts heaved and sweat formed on her skin. Her flat stomach tightened as she moved. Not only were her tits bouncing like crazy, but her golden hair swayed everywhere as though they were tassels attached to the ends of a dancer’s garment. An increasing flow of lubrication leaked from her, drenching my cock, hips, and her thighs.

“Kari! I can’t… hold it anymore!”

“Cum! Cum! Cum cum! I’m—OOOOH!!”

I gritted my teeth, then let out a loud grunt as I thrust my hips one last time, shooting several loads of spunk inside of Kari’s tight passage. At that instant, Kari screamed as her spine arched backward. A bright light engulfed her chest as glowing runes appeared between her breasts. Her vaginal walls wrapped around me so tightly I felt like my dick was being strangled, but then they relaxed as she began to fall back. Her hands left my chest, but I caught them and pulled her back into me. As her sweaty, exhausted body fell on top of me, I kissed her sweat-covered forehead.

The glow faded as the rune array disappeared.

“Happy birthday, Kari,” I said.

“Mm,” Kari mumbled incomprehensibly as she kissed my chest several times. I had to take a slow breath to keep myself from getting aroused again. She then set her chin on my chest and smiled up at me. “Was this my birthday present?”

“No.” I shook my head. “This was just me wanting to give you a wake-up worthy of your birthday. My present is something I’ll give to you later, though I suppose you could technically consider this my personal present if you want.”

“Your personal present, huh? I do like the sound of that.”

Kari sat up and stretched her arms above her head. I admired the way her slender arms moved, the sensual curve of her spine, and those grand breasts that seemed to defy gravity as they sat perkily on her chest. She released several delicate moans as she continued stretching, which made me nearly groan when I felt myself become erect again.

“Are you doing this on purpose?” I asked.

“Doing what?” Kari blinked and looked at me in general confusion, but then her derriere came into contact with my erection and she grinned. “Ready to go again? Too bad for you, we can’t afford to go another round.”

“Given how busy we’re going to be today, you two definitely can’t have any more sex,” a voice suddenly said seconds before the door opened.

Kari and I froze at the sudden intrusion, but then we saw the two people who entered and relaxed. It was just Fay and Lin. They were both still in their pajamas, so I assume they had come straight here after waking up.

“Pardon the intrusion, Big Sister,” Lin said. “We’re here to help you get ready.”

Lin was the only one among the two capable of speaking. Fay was covering her face with her hands as she blushed right down to the roots of her hair, though she had left a gap between her fingers, which she peeked through.

“Good morning, Fay, Lin.”

Nodding as though she understood what was going on, Kari climbed off me and began searching for her clothes. She hadn’t worn a nightgown to bed last night. Instead, she grabbed a pair of simple pants and a shirt, both made of flannel, and slipped them on. Once she was presentable, she smiled at her two friends.

“Shall we go take a bath?”

Fay, having recovered from her embarrassment, nodded. “That is the plan. You especially need to freshen up.”

“After the bath, Empress Hilda says we should meet her in the dressing room,” Lin added. She paused before turning to me. “Speaking of meeting people, Dante, Rainer, and Valence said they want to see you after you wash up, Darling. They’re waiting in the east wing courtyard.”

“Okay.” Kari turned to me as I sat up in bed and smiled. “We’ll see you later, Eryk.”

“Bye, Darling.”

“Um… I hope you have a pleasant morning, Eryk. Goodbye for now.”

Each girl gave their goodbyes and left, the door closing behind them. I stared at the door for a few seconds, then swung my legs over the edge of the bed, stood, and began putting on my clothes. I had to take a bath myself, and then I guess I needed to see what Kari’s fathers wanted from me. While I didn’t know why they wished to see me, I hoped they weren’t going to grill me on my nighttime activities with their daughter.
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“You know…” I grunted. “When I was told you three wanted to see me, I imagined it would be something, I don’t know, more important than this.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Dante. “This is important.”

“Dante is right.” Rainer nodded several times as he tied the brown robes around my body with a red belt that appeared to be made from something softer and less durable than leather. “This is Kari’s birthday, and you are going to be taking part in the parade alongside her. Not only that, but today, we shall be announcing your engagement to her. You have to look the part so people will admire and respect you.”

“I thought I earned that respect after winning the Spiritualist Grand Tournament,” I sighed.

“Oh, you did,” Dante chuckled. “But that sort of respect only takes you so far. If you don’t act and look the part, even if you have strength that is worthy of respect, no one is going to take you seriously. That’s the whole reason we’re fitting you in these clothes.”

Even as Dante spoke, Valence had me slip my arms through a wide overcoat that descended all the way to my knees. Gold lined the hem, and the interior lapels were covered in runes. Rainer then grabbed a red ribbon, which he tied to either side of my lapels, then moved around and tied the remainder to my back, the end result being that I had this weird ribbon going all the way around me.

“There.” Rainer took a step back after he finished. “I think he looks pretty good now. What do you two think?”

Dante and Valence joined Rainer in observing me in my new outfit. While Dante was wearing a smirk that made me feel like punching him, Valence’s completely blank expression, which gave absolutely nothing away, made me feel self-conscious. I couldn’t figure out what he was thinking. It made me wonder if he approved or not.

“I think he looks fine,” Valence said at last.

“Yeah.” Dante chortled. “He looks downright princely.”

I clicked my tongue. “I feel like you’re asking for a duel.”

“Now, now. There’s no need to get upset like that. I’m not insulting you.” Despite his words, the silver-haired husband of Empress Hilda was grinning from ear to ear.

“Why don’t you check yourself out in the mirror?” Rainer suggested. “I think you’ll approve.”

With something of a sigh, I turned around to look in the full-body mirror standing against a wall, surrounded by clothing racks. What I found was a young man with long, green hair tied at the end in a leather band, several bangs framing his face to highlight his green eyes. Underneath the white coat with gold lining the hem and rune designs on the lapels was a brown robe over a red undershirt. The undershirt had a long turtleneck and sleeves that went past my wrists. The outfit was finished with black pants that had a scale pattern and red boots.

“I look like a snob,” I muttered at last as I swayed on my feet, making the ends of my coat swish around me.

Dante barked out in laughter. “Yeah, you kinda do.”

I clicked my tongue at the man, but Rainer spoke before I could say anything. “You look nice. There is nothing wrong with dressing up like this on special occasions. In either event, now that you’re dressed, we should meet up with the others.”

I was led out of the closet by Kari’s three fathers. We entered a long hallway that took us all the way to the entrance hall. Several servants were in attendance there, and they bowed when we entered. I glanced around and recognized some of the servants. Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland were also present, dressed to the nines in outfits similar to but not as extravagant as mine. But the people I was looking for weren’t present.

“They’re probably still getting ready,” Rainer said as if he knew who I was looking for. “It takes women a lot longer to get dressed.”

“That… yes, that is true,” I admitted.

With nothing left to do, I crossed my arms and waited. I didn’t know how long the wait was. I eventually heard footsteps and the unique sound of something slithering across the floor. I glanced up. When I did, I found four stunningly beautiful women standing at the top of the stairs.

The first one to come down the stairs was Empress Hilda, dressed in a red and black gown that flared out at her waist and wrapped around her torso. It didn’t reveal any cleavage, but it really didn’t need to. It clung tightly to her skin and showed off the curvature of her thin waist and modest breasts. The sleeves stopped at around her elbows and possessed ruffles.

Behind her was Kari. Her white dress reached so far down it pooled around the floor and hid her feet. It was tighter than what Empress Hilda was wearing, revealing the splendor of her hips, waist, and chest. With no sleeves and a V-shaped gap in the front, it showed off her slender shoulders and just a hint of cleavage. Sitting against her collarbone was a beautiful necklace made of diamonds.

There were two more people behind Kari, Lin, and Fay, who both wore gowns themselves.

Fay wore a deep red dress that matched her fiery hair. It appeared to be made of gemstones. As she moved, the gown scintillated and sparkled in the light. Sleeveless like Kari’s, this one featured a large V-shaped gap in the back instead of the front. The gap traveled all the way down to her lower back, almost revealing a hint of her butt.

I think Lin was the real surprise, and not just because I had never seen her wear a dress before. Her dress was a skintight white outfit that conformed to the lines of her body, emphasizing her modest breasts and toned stomach. It had no sleeves or even shoulders. However, a semi-translucent shawl went around her shoulders and added a hint of mystique to her appearance. After my eyes had traveled past her crotch, which I could see outlined by the tightness of the fabric, I saw how several flower motifs had been stitched into her dress. The white gown ended in a fishtail.
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“Huh…” I murmured as the four women descended the stairs. While Empress Hilda went over to her husbands, Kari, Fay, and Lin came over to me.

“What do you think, Eryk?” asked Kari as she twirled around a little.

“You three look… stunning,” I admitted, unsure of where I should look. I wanted to look at everything, but I only had two eyes. Times like this made me wish I had at least eight. “Really good. Like, really, really good. All three of you.”

“You don’t think this dress reveals too much?” asked Fay as she glanced behind her. The gap in her back wasn’t something she could see, but I was sure she felt the breeze on her skin.

“Not at all.” I shook my head. “You look amazing. That dress suits you well.”

“This princess has never worn a dress before,” Lin admitted as she moved her hips like a belly dancer, which caused the ends of her fishtail dress to sway. “But… yeah, this isn’t bad. This princess thinks she can get used to dressing up like this.”

“We won’t be able to wear these all the time,” Kari informed her. “Especially when we’re exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range, but it might be nice for special occasions and dinner parties.”

“This princess can live with that.”

“So, what now?” asked Fay. “Are we heading to the parade?”

“Mother?” Kari asked.

Empress Hilda smiled as she spoke to everyone. “You are correct. We must make for the Colosseum. The floats that are to be part of the parade have been stored there.”

With Empress Hilda leading the way, our large group exited the Imperial Royal Palace. Waiting outside for us were two carriages. One was for Empress Hilda, her husbands, and her sons. The other was a large carriage that looked like it had been specially designed to carry Lin. It was about nine or maybe even ten meters in length. Despite the long size, the inside was every bit as ostentatious as the carriage I first rode in after winning the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.

“Please get inside, everyone,” Empress Hilda said with a smile. “The parade is beginning in less than two hours, and we need to be ready within at least one.”


Chapter 10

The Festivities Begin




Feinrea felt distinctly uncomfortable as she wandered through the streets of Nevaria alongside her younger brother. It wasn’t the stares. Plenty of the alchemists she trained would stare at her chest, so she was used to that even if it annoyed her. If she had to say what it was that bothered her, she believed that she had just spent so much time cooped up in her office that she could no longer deal with crowds. The Spiritualist Grand Tournament had been the last time she’d gone anywhere in public, but while that had certainly been a large event, it had felt much more organized and less chaotic than this one.

She was feeling very claustrophobic right now.

The streets were lined with people and decorations. When she looked up, Feinrea spotted the numerous banners hanging across the street, from roof to roof and balcony to balcony, along with streamers, paper balloons, and other party decorations. Down below, thousands, tens of thousands, or maybe even hundreds of thousands of people were lining the sidewalk for kilometers. There were so many people that it was impossible to go anywhere without feeling like she was a fish being stuffed into a barrel alongside its brethren.

The noise from their chatter was also giving Feinrea a headache.

“If you hate going out of your office so much, why did you even come here, Sis?” asked her younger brother, Castallian. He was dressed in a pair of fine robes made from the silk of a Giant Silkworm, much like her own. But while hers was purple and white, his was a dark purple that bordered on black. His was also tied much more tightly than her loosely flowing robes, which she kept that way because they made her chest feel tight otherwise.

“Because today is an important day,” Feinrea answered in a mild voice, even as she skirted the edge of the crowd. There was so much jostling going on that she didn’t want to get too close. She was liable to get crushed! “It is Princess Kari Astralia’s seventeenth birthday, a momentous occasion for anyone, never mind the princess of Nevaria. What’s more, Eryk Veiger is romantically involved with Princess Kari. As he is our greatest benefactor and the reason we are doing so well, I believe it is my duty as the Head of the Alchemist Association to join in celebrating his betrothed’s coming into adulthood.”

Castallian grunted as several people shoved into his shoulders. No one stopped to apologize, however, and even if they were willing to, the chances of them knowing who they bumped into were very slim.

“But… they aren’t engaged.”

“Not yet, you mean.” Feinrea gave her brother a mysterious smile.

Despite looking for a good place to station herself so she could watch the parade unobstructed, Feinrea soon realized there were no places she could move to. The throng of humanity was packed into these streets like the weeds littering her alchemy garden. Numerous scents and sounds invaded her nose and ears. Quite a few unwashed bodies were mixed into the crowd and they agglomerated with the poignant odor of dozens of perfumes, causing her nose to curl.

I wonder where Stelys is in all this…

One of the things she’d been hoping to do was find Stelys Valstine, her partner in trade and someone she rather appreciated because of his understanding nature. She had hoped to watch the parade with him. But, there was absolutely no way she’d be able to find him in this crowd. On that note, would a noble family even be located within the crowd like this? She was sure the nobles would have their own place to watch the parade from.

“I should have conferred with him before coming here,” Feinrea said with a sigh.

“What was that, Sis?”

“Nothing.”

A commotion soon went up several kilometers away, and Feinrea turned her head to try and see what everyone was clamoring about, but the distance was too far. Also, because she was only of average height, she couldn’t see past the heads and shoulders of several people taller than her. It was vexing. She’d never felt short before, but these people made her feel like a midget.

“I wonder what’s going on,” she muttered. “Is the parade starting?”

“Who knows?” Castallian said with a shrug.

Feinrea sighed again.

She should have definitely stayed at the Alchemist Association today.
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Stelys sat on a balcony located on Main North, the road on which the parade would first begin. With him were the elders of his house. Garth and Hagen sat on his left and right respectively. The others—Sindri, Om, Dag, and Igmar—were arranged in seats on Garth’s and Hagen’s left and right respectively.

This balcony was large, so his elders weren’t the only people present. While the Valstine Family consisted of around fifty-six members, including branch families and vassals, and was therefore too large to fit on this one balcony, some of the more renowned individuals of his family were present. The young, but capable Sigile stood off to the side, one hand on the balustrade and the other on his hip as he surveyed the crowd below. Dahlia, the granddaughter of Dag and an upcoming Spiritualist, was speaking with the fraternal twins, Valencia and Gala, who were both well-known Spiritualists that had traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range on several expeditions.

“What an auspicious day this is,” Hagen said as he sipped on a glass of red wine. “To think there would come a time when we could purchase our own balcony and watch a moment such as this. Had it been even as far back as last year, our family would not be able to afford such a thing.”

“That is true,” Stelys agreed. Unlike Hagen, he was drinking a mug of ale. The frothy beverage sloshed inside of his copper mug as he took a swig before continuing to speak. “Thanks to our partnership with the Alchemist Association, our family has become extremely prosperous. Many other noble families have begun coming to us with offers of an alliance and even marriage proposals.”

Garth nodded. “I have recently received several marriage proposals for my son from minor noble families and even a branch of the Kriger Family. I haven’t decided on what to do with them yet, and in either event, my son is still a bit too young to be thinking of marriage. I’d like to at least wait until he’s at least sixteen.”

“That’s a good idea. There’s no sense in rushing for marriage.” Stelys nodded several times.

“At least you only have your son to worry about,” Dag suddenly spoke up with an irritated grimace. “The number of marriage proposals I have received for my two granddaughters has become too many to count. It’s gotten to the point where I just burn any letter that even has the word ‘marriage’ in it.”

“I think all of you are lucky,” Sindri suddenly said. The look on her wizened face was annoyed as she took a long swig of ale from her own mug. “I’m already in my sixties, and yet I’ve received no less than seventy marriage proposals in the last month. Seventy! Do these people think an old crone like me is interested in getting hitched?! Hmph. Bunch of young brats think they can woo me with pretty words and flattery.”

Her words caused everyone present to laugh—everyone except Om, that is. The oldest among the elders sat in his chair, stone-faced as he gazed at the streets below.

“Is something wrong, Om?” asked Stelys.

“… No.” Om shook his head after a while. “Nothing is wrong. I am just thinking.”

“Oh?”

Stelys was about to ask what the man was thinking about, but at that moment, a loud commotion went up, causing everyone on the balcony to turn their heads. From their vantage point, it was easy to catch sight of what had caused the commotion. Traveling down the street were several dozen members of the Imperial Royal Guard, and behind them, floats could be seen coming closer.

The parade had begun.
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I had never been in a parade before. I mean, I had seen them. Kari and I had taken Kayli to several parades in my previous life, but I had always been part of the crowd, not one of the people taking part in the parade itself. Now here I was, standing on a float that was moving through the streets, and waving at a crowd of screaming people.

“I feel so awkward…”

The float that I was standing on was one of three, and it was also the one in front. It was shaped to look like a castle with four towers at the four points. The center where I stood with Kari looked like a balcony. Meanwhile, down below on the “ground” level were Fay and Lin. All four of us were waving at the crowd, and I’m pretty sure all our smiles were fixed.

“It is a bit disconcerting to be stared at like this,” Kari admitted, speaking from the side of her mouth, even as she continued to smile and wave. “I am used to having people stare at me when we walk through Nevaria, but even so, I cannot say I am enamored with the idea of being purposefully put on display like this.”

“Being a publicly recognized political figure is a truly horrendous thing,” I agreed with a nod. Despite my complaints, I still followed Kari’s example and waved at everyone.

The parade consisted of only three floats. There was the castle one that Kari, Fay, Lin, and I were located on, followed by the second float, which had Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel. That one was shaped like a Demon Beast. I recognized the large and scaly creature on four legs as an Uniguana, a type of reptile Demon Beast with a single, massive horn protruding from its head. It was a B-Rank. Apparently, that was the first B-Rank Demon Beast those three had killed on their own.

The last float was the one with Empress Hilda and her three husbands. It was not anything particularly special. Shaped like a circle, it consisted of an elevated platform with several steps leading to a throne upon which the empress sat. Then again, with an imposing and charismatic figure like Empress Hilda, the float didn’t need much. Standing behind her was the ever-silent Valence. Meanwhile, Dante was waving both hands at the crowd like a crazy person, while Rainer merely smiled and waved one hand in a refined manner.

All the floats were being pulled by Mastodons, the gentle E-Rank Demon Beasts that Nevaria had tamed alongside the Mares. Of course, the reason they weren’t being pulled by Mares was because of the size of these floats. They were simply too big and too heavy. It would take multiple Mares, around six or seven, while it only took two Mastodons.

While only three floats were part of this parade, that wasn’t all it consisted of. Over ten thousand members of the Imperial Royal Guard marched alongside us. Bedazzling silver armor gleamed in the sunlight. The sound of ten thousand marching feet resounded even above the din of the crowd. They marched in front of, behind, and to the left and right of our floats. This was done as both a means of security and to display Nevaria’s might before its people.

It was all being done to awe the crowd, in other words.

“How far is this parade going?” I asked suddenly. “I mean, where does it end?”

Kari’s neck twitched as though resisting the impulse to tilt her head. Her polite smile remained fixed on the crowd as she kept her hand raised and waved. She didn’t speak up at first, which gave me the chance to look down at Fay and Lin. The two seemed at complete odds with each other, with Fay appearing embarrassed as she waved at the crowd as though she were afraid of them, while Lin was basically copying Kari. I actually saw the Lamia girl looking up to see what her “Big Sister” was doing and then mimicking her on several occasions.

It was pretty cute.

“The parade is set to travel down North Main, and then it will curve around a city block and head south. I believe the final destination is the Amphitheater on Artisan Street.”

“Isn’t that where we watched that play?” I asked.

“It is.” Kari nodded.

“So we’ll be standing here for a while, then.”

“Yes.”

“Damn it.”

I knew griping and complaining wouldn’t do me any good, but I really wasn’t sure I liked being a part of this. Granted, I understood it was because I simply wasn’t used to it. Even when I was the leader of a sect, I had never taken part in parades or festivities as anything other than an observer, a member of the crowd. I wasn’t like Erica and Tungsten, who both controlled two large sects and were considered important public figures.

Still, I did my best to put up with it. I put on a smile and waved at the people below us. The screams of the crowd were so loud that my ears were ringing, but I tried to ignore that and instead occupied my mind by searching for people I recognized… though there were so many people in this sea of faces I didn’t think I’d find anyone.

“Look! Fay! Look! It’s your father!” Lin suddenly shouted.

I gazed down at the two girls below and saw that Lin was pointing out something closer to our level. I looked over and saw that, indeed, Stelys Valstine was sitting on a balcony alongside several members of his family, the elders, and a few more prominent figures whom I didn’t recognize.

“Come on, Fay! Wave! Wave!” Lin said excitedly.

“I-I can’t believe Father is watching this! I’m so embarrassed!” Fay looked like she wanted to bury her face in her hands. I couldn’t see her face from where I stood, but her ears had turned a bright red and I thought I saw steam wafting off her hair, though that was probably my imagination.

Maybe.

I hoped.

Kari giggled as Lin tried to cajole Fay into waving at her dad, who looked like he was smiling, though it was hard to tell because his beard was so thick. I imagine he was quite proud of his daughter.

“Poor Fay. For all the bravado she displays, she’s just too shy to deal with matters such as this,” Kari said as her lips twitched, shifting from a polite smile into an amused grin.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “It is rather cute, though. I like that side of her. She puts up such a confident front but gets embarrassed at even little things like hugs and kisses.”

“Should I act like that?” asked Kari. “Would you prefer it if I acted shy and embarrassed whenever you give me affection? I can, you know. I’m an awfully good actor.”

I shook my head and reached out to grab Kari’s free hand. Lacing our fingers together, I gazed into her sky-blue eyes, which seemed so innocent and pure. I felt like I could get lost in those eyes. No, I was probably already lost.

“You are perfect just the way you are,” I said. “Please don’t ever change.”

Kari opened her mouth at my words, eyes widening in surprise, and then, as if she’d gone back to those days when she and I quietly talked together in the library, her cheeks lit up in a blush as she looked down.

I hadn’t seen her act like that in a long time. Back when Kari and I first began speaking, she would blush like that, but it eventually stopped as she became more used to me. Once she completely stepped out of her comfort zone, the shy and easily embarrassed Kari transformed into a blossoming young woman who spoke her mind, did what she wanted, and gave me affection without reserve.

Seeing this side of her again was refreshing.

“That… wasn’t fair,” she mumbled. Her hair shifted to the front as she lowered her head, casting shadows that hid her face from view, but her red cheeks were still perfectly visible. “You’re not being fair. How am I supposed to respond to something like that? What am I supposed to say when you tell me something so sweet?”

“Who says you have to say anything?” I leaned over. “A kiss would do just fine.”

Kari looked back up, her eyes still wide, but then, like a flower blossoming at the first rays of the sun, she smiled at me.

“I think I can do that.”

Leaning over, she closed her eyes and pressed her lips to mine.

The crowd went wild.
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I had no way of knowing how long the parade lasted, but it eventually stopped after we reached the amphitheater.

The amphitheater was a half-oval-shaped building with no roof. It contained a sloped, semicircular seating gallery. Down below, at the very bottom, was a stage where entertainers performed plays, played music, and held a variety of events. Empress Hilda also occasionally used it to make public announcements.

Such was the case today.

Set up in advance, the stage had several throne-like chairs placed upon it. The one in the center, the largest and most prominent of these thrones, contained Empress Hilda. Standing on either side of her were her three husbands. Seated beside her on the left was, in order, Kari, myself, Fay, and Lin. Our chairs were not as ostentatious as hers, but I thought this was a good thing. I would have been uncomfortable if I was sitting on something so gaudy.

On the empress’s other side were her three sons.

Once the parade had ended, all the people who’d come to watch it had moved to the amphitheater. I didn’t know how large this theater was. It wasn’t as big as the Colosseum, which was easily the most massive building in all Nevaria, but it looked like the tiers of seats could easily fit up to fifty thousand or more. Already those seats were being completely filled up. It had become so crowded that people were beginning to find places to stand on the staircases, and there were even some sitting on the grassy field further out.

As always, the noble families seemed to have their own space. I spotted the Valstine Family easily enough, and it looked like they were sitting close to the Kriger Family. I couldn’t recognize individual faces from here, but I thought I saw Catalyna and Marko Kriger among the group. If they were there, then I assumed that the Eieran Family, who made up one of the Three Heavenly Families—consequently, I believed they should now be called the Two Heavenly Families—was the large group next to them.

Once it looked like most of the people were seated, Empress Hilda stood, bringing about a profound silence that I couldn’t help but be impressed by. She had silenced a crowd with just that single motion. I knew of no one else who could do that.

“I would like to thank everyone for gathering here today in honor of celebrating my daughter’s seventeenth birthday.” Empress Hilda didn’t waste any time in getting to the heart of this celebration. “Seventeen is the year when children become adults, when young men and women learn of the responsibilities of adulthood. It is an important year for anyone.”

As Empress Hilda spoke, I thought about my own circumstances. I had never celebrated any of my birthdays. To be honest, I didn’t even know when my birthday was. I told myself that I was seventeen years old, but that was only because the orphanage I used to live at found me outside of their doorstep seventeen years ago. For all I knew, I could have been a little older… like, if I had been born at the beginning of the year, then wouldn’t that make me eighteen by now?

Empress Hilda continued speaking as these inane thoughts raced through my mind. “As of now, Kari Astralia is seventeen years of age, which means she will begin taking on the responsibilities that come with this ostentatious number. I hope that I can count on everyone here to support her as she strives to do her best for you and all of Nevaria.”

Her words earned many cries of approval from the crowd. People clapped and cheered and screamed, and I could have sworn I heard people shouting things like, “We love you, Empress Hilda!” and “Of course we’ll support our princess!” and even “Please let me marry your daughter!” which I found wholly inappropriate. Did these people not understand the reason I was sitting beside Kari? If I discovered who was saying those things, I’d wallop them good!

Raising her hands, Empress Hilda gestured for silence, and silence she got. The crowd settled down almost immediately. She smiled.

“Seventeen is not just the year in which children become adults. It is also the year in which young men and women reach marriageable age.” A sense of tension hung in the air with her words. “My daughter is still attending the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy, so I do not believe marriage right now is appropriate. However, I would like to announce the betrothal of my daughter, Kari Astralia, to Eryk Veiger, the winner of this year’s Spiritualist Grand Tournament. We have not yet chosen a date for the ceremony, but we do hope that all of you will attend once a date has been selected.”

Another rumble ran through the crowd as people turned to their neighbors and began whispering.

My betrothal to Kari shouldn’t have come as a surprise to anyone. She and I were seen together more often than not. We had become a common sight in Nevaria. By this point, I was pretty sure the fact that I was courting Kari had become widespread public knowledge. Still, knowing that I was courting Kari and having Empress Hilda announce our engagement were two different things.

I glanced at Kari out of the corner of my eye, which she must have sensed because she turned her head just slightly to look in my direction. A smile lit up her face when she saw me. I smiled back and returned to looking at the crowd.

“On top of marrying my daughter,” Empress Hilda continued, gaze imperious and calm, like a still lake without a single ripple, “Eryk Veiger is also marrying two other talented young women. Fay Valstine of the Valstine Family, who is my daughter’s best friend from childhood and a skilled Spiritualist who took part in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, and Lin, a member of the Lamia Tribe hailing from the Endless Desert and the adopted younger sister of my daughter. Both of them have fallen in love with Eryk and become important members of my family, and so I am happy to announce their betrothal to Eryk Veiger as his Second and Third wives.”

Her words caused an even louder reaction than before. The number of people who began speaking increased, to the point where the amphitheater was filled with voices all trying to talk over each other.

Polygamy was a widely accepted practice, which stemmed from what many considered the Dark Ages. Numerous families and entire civilizations had been wiped out during the Great Catastrophe. So many talented men and women had lost their lives, and to combat the lack of Spiritualists, selective polygamy became a large-scale practice.

It was a well-documented fact that two strong Spiritualists would produce an even stronger child. When a strong Spiritualist, be they man or woman, came about, it would not be unusual for that person to have as many as two, three, or even six spouses.

Empress Hilda Astralia was one such example. She was a powerful Spiritualist capable of defeating B-Rank Demon Beasts by herself, a feat that was nearly unheard of in this day and age. Her three husbands, while not as strong as her, were all-powerful in their own right, and they had produced four strong children who had the potential to surpass Empress Hilda.

While polygamy was accepted, I felt people were surprised that Empress Hilda was announcing my marriage to all three women at the same time. It was probably considered unorthodox… I think. Having never actually married in my past life, I couldn’t say for sure.

Lin looked happier about the announcement than if she’d been at an all-you-can-eat buffet. I glanced at her and Fay to find her tail thumping against the ground with excitement, while her golden eyes were sparkling, and a wide smile spread across her face. Fay was also smiling. Even so, just as I had expected, it looked like someone had struck her in the face with a Spiritual Fire Technique.

As we waited for the crowd to settle down so Empress Hilda could continue speaking, a strange feeling washed over me, making the hairs on my arm prickle. I tried to ignore the feeling, but it continued to persist. Maybe my nerves were getting the better of me?
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“This sucks. I wanted to see the parade too.”

Arnísl could do little more than groan and complain as he and his partner stood before the wide gate leading into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. His partner, a slightly older woman who wore the same leather armor as him but carried a spear instead of a sword, gave him an irritated glare.

“Would you stop complaining?” she asked. “It’s not like nobody here doesn’t understand how you feel, but protecting this gate is an important duty. Yes, it’s sad that you and I missed the opportunity to see Princess Kari’s birthday parade, but it isn’t the end of the world.”

“You say that, but weren’t you able to attend the parade of Empress Hilda’s coronation?” asked Arnísl, crossing his arms. “I was too young to remember anything about it. This was my chance to see something amazing that I will probably never get to see again.”

“Just how old do you think I am?!” shouted his partner.

Arnísl had been partners with Mist for about one year now. Of course, by “partner” he meant that he and Mist guarded this gate during their shift. The two of them had grown comfortable enough with each other that he had no trouble griping in front of this woman, who was about five or six years his senior.

“You know what I’m really jealous of though?” Arnísl asked.

Mist sighed. “What?”

“Eryk Veiger.” The answer caused his partner to perk up. “I’ve never even heard of him before, but he just bursts onto the scene at the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, creates a huge upset by winning the whole thing, and now he’s courting three gorgeous women. If anything is unfair, it’s how that kid seems to have had life handed to him on a silver platter.”

“Well… I certainly cannot deny that Eryk Veiger is one lucky sonofabitch,” Mist admitted with a shrug. “But men like that don’t just fall from trees. He might not have been well known until the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but I’m sure that’s because he’s one of those few peasants who had enough gumption to train hard and make something of himself. Actually, he reminds me a lot of Empress Hilda in that regard.”

Everyone knew the story of Empress Hilda, a young woman born from a peasant family who became a powerful Spiritualist. At age fourteen, she joined the Imperial Royal Guard. At fifteen, she won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. At seventeen, she defeated a B-Rank Demon Beast by herself. Then at twenty-two, she defeated the former emperor in single combat and became the empress. She was basically a living legend.

“You think he’ll become emperor?” asked Arnísl.

“I think the possibility is very likely,” Mist said.

Before Arnísl could respond to his partner’s words, the ground rumbled and shook, nearly throwing him off his feet. He bent his knees and looked around frantically. As he and his partner were wondering what had caused this intense shaking, the guards up in the two watchtowers on either side of the gate rang the alarm.

“This is… a Demon Beast attack?!” Arnísl squawked in surprise.

“Let’s take a look!” Mist shouted as she raced toward the nearest staircase.

The wall that blocked off the entrance to Demon Beast Pass was about forty meters across and twenty tall. It was a defensive rampart with enough space at the top to create a large walkway that people could cross. Made from large stones and heavily fortified to withstand Demon Beasts trying to break it down, not even an A-Rank Demon Beast could outright destroy it without putting a lot of effort in. Even if a horde of B-Rank Demon Beasts came to attack, it should have been able to withstand such a fierce assault for at least a little while.

However, when Arnísl and Mist arrived at the top of the fortification and saw what looked like a massive sea of Demon Beasts charging through Demon Beast Pass, they realized that no amount of fortifying would be able to halt this invasion. The blood drained from their faces.

“Holy… shit…” was all Arnísl could say.

Mist was only a little better. “We need someone to inform Empress Hilda of what’s happening. The alarm has already been sounded, but Arnísl, I want you to hurry up and go to Empress Hilda. Let her know that a massive horde of Demon Beasts numbering in the tens of thousands is attacking the mountain pass. Hurry!”

Arnísl didn’t argue as he raced down the stairs and began running toward the gates of Nevaria. He ran as fast and hard as his legs could carry him. But just as he was about halfway toward the north gate, several shadows passed by overhead. He looked up and felt his blood run cold as over a dozen Pteranodons flew past him and made for the city.

As the massive monsters with their gigantic wingspans flew over him, one of them spotted him and shrieked before it swooped down to attack. Arnísl managed to unsheathe his sword and jump back as the Demon Beast slammed into the ground in front of him. Cracks extended from the point of impact. The creature, which was about two heads taller than him, unfurled its wings and unleashed a loud roar.

“D-damn it…” Arnísl’s legs were shaking as he was confronted by this C-Rank Demon Beast. It wasn’t very powerful, but he had never fought one before, and so his legs and arms shook like the branches of a tree caught in a storm as the Demon Beast stared him down with yellow reptilian eyes. “Damn it!”

Mustering his courage, Arnísl released a loud battle cry as he charged toward the Pteranodon. Unfortunately, he didn’t spot the shadow swooping down from behind him. His screams of anguish as a pair of powerful claws tore into his armor then his flesh were drowned out by the triumphant roars of a Demon Beast catching its prey.


Chapter 11

Demon Beast Invasion




Before the Demon Beast alarm began echoing across Nevaria, the first thing that warned me of danger was the incredible Spiritual Pressure washing over the amphitheater—no, throughout all Nevaria. It was not particularly powerful. However, it was invasive. Even though the power was barely enough to activate a B-rank Spiritual Technique, it spread across the city, causing even those who were not spiritually sensitive to feel something that made them squirm in their seats.

The Demon Beast alarm came after that.

“That’s—” Empress Hilda stood to her feet, shock etched all over her normally calm features as she quickly determined what was happening. Immediately after the alarms sounded, she turned to her husbands and began issuing orders. “Dante! Head to the Nevarian Spiritualist headquarters and mobilize your troops! Rainer! Take the Nevarian Spiritualists currently here and have them lead these people to the Colosseum! Valence! Gather the Imperial Royal Guard and have them shore up our defenses! Protect the people!”

It was a testament to both their training and talent that none of Empress Hilda’s husbands responded with shock when given orders. Despite how surprised they must have been feeling, each of them bowed to their wife and empress, then moved to follow her directives.

Empress Hilda turned to her sons. Her expression was cold as she issued orders. “You three will remain here and help Rainer.”

“But I can fight too—” Geirolf started, but he stopped when Empress Hilda looked at him. It wasn’t a glare. There was no anger or judgment in her gaze. Her eyes contained the commanding presence of a leader who expected her orders to be followed, causing Geirolf to cast his eyes downward. “Yes, Mother. As you command.”

“Don’t worry.” Mykkel placed a hand on Geirolf’s shoulder as he looked at their mother. “We will aid Father Rainer with protecting the civilians.”

Empress Hilda graced her middle child with a warm smile. “I will be counting on you three. Remember, our people are this city’s livelihood. Without them, we are nothing.”

Mykkel and Earland nodded, and while Geirolf didn’t look satisfied, he also reluctantly agreed with his two brothers.

With them dealt with, Empress Hilda turned to me, Kari, Fay, and Lin. All of us had stood to our feet. I was sure she was going to give us orders, but when I saw the look in her eyes, I decided to head her off.

“I plan on heading to the front lines,” I told her. Empress Hilda paused as though she hadn’t expected me to tell her what I was planning to do before she could give me an order, and I used that time to turn to Kari, Lin, and Fay. “Kari and Fay, I need you two to head over to the Imperial Royal Palace. Grab the Spiritual Recovery Pills, Blood Clotting Pills, and your weapons. Then head to the north gate. That is where Lin and I will be traveling. If the Demon Beasts are attacking, they will be coming from there. We need to push them back.”

“Excuse me,” Empress Hilda began with a frown, “While I appreciate that you are so decisive, don’t you think these orders are a little too dangerous? You four are—”

“Capable of defeating A-Rank Demon Beasts,” I announced to her. “I can beat them on my own, and these three are strong enough to beat one if they team up together. No one else aside from yourself and your husbands can boast that kind of strength.”

Empress Hilda glanced at her daughter. The conflict within her was clear as day, even to someone like myself, who still didn’t know her very well. She didn’t want her daughter going into battle, but she couldn’t deny Kari’s strength anymore.

Kari stepped forward and placed a hand against her chest.

“Mother… please trust me—no, please trust us,” she said. “We can do this.”

“…Very well.” Empress Hilda almost seemed to sag in on herself, but then she drew her back straight and looked at all of us before locking gazes with me. “I will trust you on this. But know that if my daughter dies as a result of your actions—”

“If she dies, you won’t be able to reprimand me because it will mean I am already dead,” I interrupted.

“That is a good answer,” Empress Hilda said at last. She took a deep breath and released it. “Our time is limited. You may do as you please. I’ll ask that you defend the front lines until we can muster our forces.”

“You can count on us,” I said.

There was very little time to waste, and we had already wasted several of those precious seconds talking. I could now hear the roars of Demon Beasts. Judging from the sound, the ones I could hear were likely Silverbacks—bipedal Demon Beasts with broad chests, short legs, and long arms. However, even as this thought crossed my mind, a loud screech caused me to look up and spot the Pteranodons that were flying into the city.

“We really are out of time,” I muttered with a grimace.

The appearance of the Pteranodons caused the civilians to panic. Terrified shrieks filled the air as people began running every which way, trampling each other in their effort to leave. Many people were injured as a result of this pandemonium, which only added to the chaos.

I could do nothing for the civilians. I didn’t know the first thing about controlling mass amounts of panicking people, so I did the only thing I could do.

Disappearing within a Flash Step, I used the Jump Step to leap high into the air, landing near the top of the amphitheater, and there I raised both hands and channeled my Spiritual Power. I felt it rush through me. A flow of water and lightning shot from my core, up my arms, and out my fingers, turning into ten beams that soared through the air. Each beam looked like a streak of white light.

Every beam struck a Pteranodon and pierced the monster core near their chests, killing them instantly. As the now dead Demon Beasts fell to the ground, the beams I had created continued moving. I forced them to curve back around, imposing my will on them and attacking the remaining Pteranodons from behind. One. Two. Four. Eight. Sixteen of the flying Demon Beasts were killed in less than a tenth of a second. There were only four more left after that, and they were easily dealt with by the Nevarian Spiritualists who had been guarding the amphitheater.

“Everyone, remain calm!!” a shout came from the stage. It was Rainer. He stood with his hands cupped to his mouth and began issuing orders. “Please exit the amphitheater at a slow walk! Do not run and shove people! Also, use one of the exits guarded by a Spiritualist! Nevarian Spiritualists! Form up and protect the civilians! Do not let a single Demon Beast through!”

His words didn’t quite calm the crowd, but they did serve to make the crowd stop panicking. No longer trampling over each other in their effort to escape, the tens of thousands of individuals began climbing up the stairs. At the top of the stairs, in the grassy field where I stood, several hundred Nevarian Spiritualists formed a line of defense against potential Demon Beast incursions. Backing them up were the several thousand members of the Imperial Royal Guard under the command of Valence.

Fortunately, the Pteranodons had been the only Demon Beasts that had reached us so far. While I could see more in the distance, they weren’t coming this way but spreading across the city.

That was both a good and a bad thing.

“Eryk!”

Kari, Fay, and Lin rushed over to me. I nodded at them.

“You two know what to do,” I said to Kari and Fay. “Once you have those pills and your weapons, come find us. Lin, you’re with me.”

Kari and Fay nodded before turning toward the Imperial Royal Palace and racing away with liberal use of the Flash Step. They had enough Spiritual Power that they should have been able to make it to the Imperial Royal Palace before exhausting their reserves, and the Spiritual Recovery Pills would help them recover the Spiritual Power they lost. I figured they would be fine.

“Are you ready, Lin?” I asked.

“This princess is always ready.” As if to emphasize her readiness, Lin produced a purple whip made of Spiritual Power. She cracked it once against the ground, gouging out a chunk of grass.

I was just about to head off with her when another voice shouted, “Hold it! We’re coming too!”

Turning our heads, Lin and I found Catalyna and Marko Kriger standing at the head of a fairly large group. I didn’t recognize anyone among them. There was an old man who looked like he was in his nineties, a woman who could possibly be Catalyna and Marko’s mother, and several people who were wearing full battle armor. As expected of the Kriger family. It appeared they had come prepared for a fight.

“You’re all coming with us?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“That’s right.” Catalyna grinned as she hefted her massive, jagged sword up and set it against her shoulder. “Demon Beasts are attacking and you are heading to the north gate to meet them head-on, right? In that case, the Kriger Family will travel there with you. We shall become the spearhead that drives a wedge into the Demon Beasts invading our home.”

“What my daughter is trying to say is that we are a family of warriors and refuse to back down when battle is upon us.” The woman who looked like an older Catalyna stepped forward. “Whether you let us come with you or not, we are going to the north gate. But I believe it would be better for all of us to travel there together.”

“I understand,” I said. We didn’t have time to argue. “In that case, follow me and Lin. We’ll be carving a path straight through the enemy, and we will be counting on all of you to protect our flanks.”

“I’m glad we understand each other,” the woman—I believe this was Catherina Kriger—said.

With members of the Kriger Family in tow, Lin and I raced into the city and headed for the north gate.

There weren’t that many Demon Beasts this far into the city yet. Pteranodons were faster than the standard Demon Beast because they could fly, which allowed them to travel greater distances in less time. The few Pteranodons that appeared within my field of view were quickly shot down when I fired beams of condensed water and lightning from my fingers. Most of my shots were one-hit kills, but a few only pierced a wing or their bodies. Those Demon Beasts fell to the ground, where they were beset upon by members of the Kriger Family.

“There are some four-legged Demon Beasts coming from the front, Darling!” Lin shouted as I finished off another Pteranodon.

Indeed, appearing ahead of us and charging forward were a pack of canine Demon Beasts known as Dire Wolves. Bristling silver and gray fur stood in large spikes on their bodies. Powerful limbs rippled with muscles as they rushed forward. Their muzzles were set in vicious snarls like a pack of rabid animals.

I remembered these monsters from the Demon Beast Invasion in my previous life. Back then, I was but a simple librarian, too weak to protect anything much less myself. The fear I had felt back then was insurmountable. I had been helpless against these monsters.

That wasn’t the case now.

“Lin! I’m counting on you to take care of any stragglers that I miss!”

“Leave it to this princess! She’ll take care of them!”

I used the Flash Step to quickly appear before the leader of this pack, a creature with four jagged scars moving across its face. Without stopping my momentum, I slammed a foot into the Dire Wolf’s nose, breaking it and forcing the entire face to cave in. It was instantly killed. The body went limp underneath my assault before I launched it into another creature with the same kick that killed it. A loud yelp echoed from the one who was struck by the corpse as it went down.

Creating a sword made of lightning, I sliced straight through the Dire Wolf on my left without hesitation, carving the creature into two halves, the top and bottom, which separated. The legs tumbled to the ground. The top half continued forward before striking the road with a wet splat.

Dire Wolf packs often consisted of twelve. I had just killed two. There were ten left.

By this point, the Dire Wolves had recognized me as a threat and were turning around to confront me, but I attacked before they could even fully prepare to pounce. The beam of condensed water and lightning shot from my finger, pierced the skull of one, and then curved around and pierced the neck of another. Another two wolves died, leaving only eight.

This was the point when Lin attacked. She couldn’t use the Flash Step like me, Kari, and Fay because she had no legs, but she was faster than any human when running. The Lamia had a whip in each hand. She lashed out with one, wrapping it around a Dire Wolf’s torso, pulling tight and causing an explosion of gore as the wolf was severed in half. At the same time, she wrapped her other whip around the neck of another Dire Wolf. Using the immense strength her people were known for, she pulled the creature off its feet and used it as a bludgeon to kill two more wolves before slamming the one tied to her whip into the ground.

That was four down and only four left.

Taking a page from Lin’s book, I created two lightning swords, one for each hand, and then used the Flash Step to appear before the remaining four Dire Wolves. Each strike was a killing blow. One Dire Wolf lost its head when I swung down, another was cut open when I spun around, and the last two were killed when I thrust both blades down their throats.

It was at this moment that the Kriger Family caught up to us.

“What… the…” I didn’t know who said that.

“Ohohoho!” A man with gray hair who appeared to be somewhere in his nineties laughed when he saw the sight that caused his family members to stare at me in shock. He was decked in armor like the rest. I also noticed how even Catherina seemed to give him preferential treatment. “Now I see why Catalyna holds you in such high regard. You truly are a monster, aren’t you?”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said.

“Don’t think I’m gonna lose to you just because you are stronger than me!” Marko suddenly shouted. “I will prove myself to Lin today!”

“Good luck with that,” I muttered.

“It doesn’t matter how much you try to prove yourself,” Lin said. “This princess will never love anyone other than Darling.”

An aura of gloom hung over Marko’s head, but we didn’t have time to deal with his depression. I ordered the Kriger Family to continue following Lin and me as we cut a path straight to the north gate. Along the way, we protected any civilians who hadn’t been able to attend Kari’s birthday (Nevaria consisted of about 2.4 million people, so there were plenty who couldn’t afford to attend). Everyone we rescued, we told them to stay indoors and to not come out no matter what. It wasn’t one hundred percent safe inside of their homes, but it was better than having them get caught in the crossfire of our battle.

Of course, there were already a large number of dead. Corpses littered the streets. A pack of Dire Wolves were chewing on a family that had been caught running away, several Pteranodons had swooped down and carried off their unfortunate victims before I could save them, and quite a few had also been trampled by Silverbacks, their broken bodies now lying awkwardly bent on the streets.

I gritted my teeth as visions of what happened in my past life blurred and melded together with what I was seeing now. I wouldn’t let that happen again!

“Silverback incoming!” a member of the Kriger Family shouted. I turned back to see Marko pointing at something racing toward us from a larger side street.

The creature coming for us was about two times larger than an adult human, but its arms were nearly as long as it was tall and it had short, stubby-looking legs. It traveled by slamming its massive fists into the ground and swinging itself forward. Short, silver hair covered its muscular body. With a flat nose, no eyebrows, glowing red eyes, and sharp teeth set on a snarling face, the creature was easily the stuff of nightmares.

Silverback. A B-Rank Demon Beast.

I could see members of the Kriger Family getting ready to attack the creature, but we didn’t have time to deal with this. We needed to reach the north gate.

Pointing my index and middle finger at the Silverback, I released a much larger beam than the ones I had been firing off before. This one traveled faster than light, slammed into the Silverback, and tore a hole right through its chest. The creature didn’t slow down. However, it did die instantly. Its body pitched forward, crashed into the road, and skidded across the surface. It came to a stop about two meters from where the Kriger Family had been preparing for battle.

“Hey!” Marko shouted. “That was my kill!”

“If you think you can take on a Silverback by yourself, then you must be dreaming,” I said. “We have no time to deal with these small fries right now. We need to keep heading for the north gate!”

“S-small fry?!” One of the Kriger Family members shouted like he couldn’t believe I had just called a B-Rank Demon Beast small fry.

I turned back toward the road we were traveling on and began running. As I did, Lin slithered alongside me at a speed that was honestly pretty astonishing. Even having fought against several Lamia in my previous life, I’d never seen one who could move so fast.

“Darling,” Lin said with a serious expression, “these Demon Beasts, do you think they are being drawn here like when we were traveling to explore those ruins?”

Drawn here like before, as in when the Demon Beasts had been whipped into a frenzy and drawn to our location by Dyr’s mysterious Spiritual Power. That incident was still burned into my mind. It was something of a defining moment. Thanks to what happened, I now understood how the Demon Beast Invasion in my previous life came about.

“There’s no doubt in my mind,” I said to Lin. “The Leucht Family and Skygge are definitely forcing Dyr’s Spiritual Power to activate using some kind of ritual.”
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Dyr writhed in agony as pain raced through her body. She could no longer scream. Her voice had long since left her. It was a miracle she even had the strength to move.

Watching from the sidelines, Hagen eyed both Dyr and Skygge as the girl lay in a circle composed of numerous glowing runes. Even though he knew many of these runes, he didn’t know what they all did, or how they worked in conjunction to force Dyr’s power to activate. This rune array was far more complicated than anything he had ever seen.

“Has the ritual been successful?” Hagen wondered out loud. They were located deep within the sewers, in the levels so far below the city that no noise from the outside world could reach them. He couldn’t tell if the Demon Beasts had successfully invaded or not.

“Ke ke ke. I’m sure they have, but let’s wait for confirmation before celebrating,” Skygge said from where he knelt, hands on the ground as he fed Spiritual Power into the rune array.

Hagen crossed his arms as he waited. His two concubines stood by his side. Neither of them spoke, but that was partly because they couldn’t speak. Spread around the four of them were members of his family, though most of the Leucht Family was currently topside to keep an eye on the situation.

They didn’t have to wait longer than fifteen minutes before a young man pushed aside the entrance to this hidden room. There were many such places within these sewers. Hagen and his family had used them to keep from being discovered. Not even Hilda Astralia knew of the many hidden passages located within these sewers. Of course, she didn’t. Quite a few of these had been created by his family for this very moment.

The young man knelt before him and reported. “Demon Beasts have begun invading Nevaria, Lord Leucht.”

“Ke ke ke. That didn’t take long,” Skygge giggled.

“Should we stop the ritual?” asked Hagen.

The cloak shifted as Skygge shook his head. “The longer we keep this ritual going, the more Demon Beasts we can draw to Nevaria. I recommend we continue with this course of action until this tool’s life expires.”

Hagen thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. I wish to see Nevaria destroyed, so we shall do it like this. More Demon Beasts means more trouble for our enemies. Not even Hilda Astralia or that fucking brat Eryk Veiger will be able to defeat millions of Demon Beasts.”

“Ke ke ke. Very true. Then… let us keep going.”

A massive wellspring of Spiritual Power erupted from Skygge. It appeared as a black shadow that traveled into the glowing runes of the rune array. Within the center of this massive array, Dyr arched her back, cracked her head against the ground, and released a soundless scream of agony.
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Dyr struggled to retain a grip on her sanity as earth-shattering pain overloaded all her senses. All these rituals they used her in hurt, but nothing had ever caused her pain like this. It felt as if her soul was being ripped into millions of tiny pieces. She felt like her mind could shatter at any second.

Hagen and Skygge were talking above her. She could hear them as soft mumbles that entered her ears, but she couldn’t figure out what they were saying; the pain was too much.

Someone…

Dyr had never known her parents, or if she even had parents. The first thing she remembered seeing since becoming aware of herself was the sight of a middle-aged blond man with a youthful demeanor. After that, Skygge had given her to the one called Hagen, who had locked her away except when they performed the ritual on her.

Someone… please…

Every day since being given to Hagen had been filled with pain. The ritual was performed on her every day to test the extent of her abilities. Hagen had wanted to know everything; the range at which her abilities worked, its power to draw in Demon Beasts, and what rank of Demon Beast she could draw to her. No matter how many times she was forced to perform the ritual, she never got used to the pain. There were many times where she had wished she were dead.

Help me…

Dyr had never once wished for someone to save her, but as the pain sent her into a terrible fit of muscle spasms, she prayed that someone would come to save her.

Eryk…

The image of a young man with green hair and kind eyes filled her mind. A single tear ran down her cheek.

Please… save me…
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Hilda had never felt more regret over wearing a dress than she did now. Dresses looked great and flattered her figure, but they were impossible to run in. Even after tearing the long dress and turning it into a skirt, even after removing her heels and traveling barefoot, she still couldn’t move the way she wished.

Demon Beasts were attacking their group from every direction now, coming out of side streets, flying in from overhead, and racing down Main North. The Nevarian Spiritualists under the command of Rainer and Valence’s Imperial Royal Guard were doing what they could to keep them back, but they were being overwhelmed.

A young woman to her left danced across the ground, her yellow aura shooting arcs of lightning as she delivered a punishing blow to a Dire Wolf with her battleaxe. While her attack pulverized the one in front of her, another pounced at her from the side. That one was taken care of by her partner, who used a shield to block the attack and a sword to cut its head clean off.

On the other side several meters to Hilda’s left, a middle-aged man launched a powerful punch that unleashed a blaze of fire. The flame traveled in a spiral pattern, catching several Man-Eating Pythons unaware and roasting them. Not all the pythons were destroyed. Even so, it didn’t matter because the ones that weren’t killed were beset upon by nearly a dozen other Nevarian Spiritualists. Unfortunately, the man was too slow to avoid a python that came at him from the side. Blood gushed from his neck as the Man-Eating Python sank its fangs into him. His veins turned purple as the lethal venom was injected into his bloodstream.

Up ahead, fighting in a side street, a pair of Imperial Royal Guards worked back-to-back, their swords glowing with sharp green energy. The wind element created cutting blades as they attacked the Dire Wolves that dared come at them. Unfortunately, neither of them noticed the Pteranodons until it was too late. Their screams of fear and pain echoed across the city.

Hilda was doing her part as well.

Moving her left hand in a swift chopping motion, she unleashed a wide slicing attack that traveled in a vertical line and cut a Dire Wolf straight down the middle. Looking up, she saw several Pteranodons getting ready to swoop down. She frowned. Then she pointed at the Demon Beasts with her index and pointer finger, channeled her Spiritual Power, and created a small sphere of golden light near the tips of her fingers. A loud thunderclap suddenly echoed around the city, and then the sphere was gone and a Pteranodon was pulverized, its ruined body crashing into a housing unit.

Hmph. Nothing can move faster than light.

Hilda wished she had her sabre. If she had her weapon in hand, it would be so much easier to activate Three Thousand Steps and begin decimating the forces attacking her city. Even though she could use her signature Spiritual Light Technique right now, it wouldn’t do any good. She at least needed a weapon to help give her an edge during combat.

Their group had no choice but to move slowly. With Demon Beasts attacking on all sides now, they couldn’t afford to run. What’s more, their numbers were increasing as they came across civilians and other Nevarian Spiritualists.

Nevaria was about 1,657 square kilometers. Assuming the Demon Beasts had invaded from the north, there were probably numerous battles happening all around the northern quadrant of the city, which consisted of about 414 square kilometers of land, at this moment.

The Colosseum was located on the border between the north and south quadrants of the city. It was far enough away that the civilians would hopefully be safe, but close enough that she could plan their counterattack. More importantly, the Colosseum had an underground bunker that could be used as a shelter, though it could only hold about 60,000 people. The Colosseum itself could hold 150,000. That meant they could hold around 210,000 people, assuming they could rescue that many.

Several minutes passed, but they eventually reached the Colosseum, which loomed over them like a goliath. Rainer, in charge of leading the Nevarian Spiritualists, shouted orders, “Those who cannot fight, gather inside of the Colosseum. Nevarian Spiritualists, protect the civilians as they enter!”

“Men! Aid the Nevarian Spiritualists in defending the civilians!” Valence added his shout to his brother’s.

The Colosseum was a roofless building made in the shape of an oval. It was several hundred meters across and featured five stories of superimposed arcades surmounted by a podium on which stood a tall attic. The arcades were framed by half-columns, while the attic was decorated with pilasters. There were four entrances into the Colosseum. Each one was located at one of the cardinal points. Since they had come from the north, they were only using one entrance to get inside. Rainer ordered several of the Nevarian Spiritualists to head inside first and clean out any potential Demon Beasts that may have made their way inside, then had the civilians begin entering when the all-clear was given.

Hilda remained near the back alongside the more powerful Nevarian Spiritualists. While she couldn’t fight at close range combat without a weapon, her light element was great for long-range attacks as well. Because she had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, she did not need movements to activate her myriad of Spiritual Techniques.

Once more, Hilda began creating small spheres on the tips of her index and middle finger, then firing them into the hordes of Demon Beasts that were running along the ground. Each of her attacks struck the cobblestone streets, then detonated in a brilliant explosion, annihilating a dozen Demon Beasts at a time.

Most of the Demon Beasts that had come this far were either the avian Pteranodons or Dire Wolves, which could travel more swiftly than many other Demon Beasts. Both of these were C-Rank Demon Beasts, so they weren’t very powerful, and they couldn’t use Spiritual Attacks like B-Rank Demon Beasts could. If there were any B-Ranks among those attacking her city, then she hoped they would stay far away until she was able to get her armor and weapons.

“Hilda,” Rainer called out to her.

Turning to face her second husband, Hilda found Rainer standing by her side instead of protecting the civilians. Then she realized all the civilians were gone.

“It looks like all the civilians have been evacuated into the Colosseum,” Hilda said.

“Yes.” Rainer nodded. “Now that they have been evacuated, we are awaiting your orders.”

“We need more information first,” Hilda determined quickly. “We know they came from the north as that is the only direction they can come from, but we do not know how many there are, which directions they headed off to, or even if they moved around our walls to attack us from one of the other gates.”

“I understand. We should survey the land from a high vantage point then,” Rainer said.

“Correct. Have twenty Nevarian Spiritualists guard each gate. When they become tired, rotate them out with other Nevarian Spiritualists. Do this constantly so none of them are too exhausted to battle. This won’t work forever, but it should be enough for now. I’m going to take some guards and get to higher ground.”

“Yes, Hilda.”

As Rainer went off to follow her orders, Hilda gathered four women Nevarian Spiritualists who she knew by name, including Hellen who happened to be among those at the amphitheater. She entered the Colosseum. Traveling past the terrified civilians huddling against the walls, she walked at a quick trot up the stairs, until she had reached the highest point she could, and then she leapt onto the archway that acted as something of a window. From this vantage point, she could see most of Nevaria’s northern and western quadrants.

It looked like her calculations were misplaced. Almost all Nevaria was under attack. But it was only the Pteranodons and Dragles—another C-Rank flying Demon Beast with thick feathers, a wide wingspan, and long talons—that were attacking the other sections of the city. They had probably flown in from above the Demon Beast Mountain Range on the south and east sides. That explained why they could cover so much of the city in such a short period.

“The situation is more dire than I thought.”

Hilda jumped back down from the archway and marched up to Hellen, who straightened her back and awaited orders.

“Gather a squadron of eleven Nevarian Spiritualists and head to the garrison in the east. Tell the commander of the eastern garrison that he is to begin evacuating civilians to the Leucht Family estate. Since they felt the need to betray Nevaria, there should be no problem if we use their home as a means of protecting our people.”

“As you command, Empress.”

As Hellen bowed low and then moved off to comply with her orders, Hilda took a moment to catch her breath. Then she straightened her back and marched down the stairs, through the hall, and out the doors.

The battle had grown fiercer. It looked like the Demon Beasts were continuing to make inroads into the city. Two dozen Nevarian Spiritualists were fighting against a Silverback, but it looked like they were being pushed back. One unlucky young man was struck by a massive hand and his broken body was tossed through the air like a ragdoll.

Rainer was battling alongside a group of Nevarian Spiritualists to hold back a pack of Dire Wolves, but several more packs were charging in from either side of the street. Hilda clicked her tongue. Then she used the same Spiritual Technique she’d been using, Light Shot, and wiped out both packs within six shots.

“Haaah… haaah… I cannot afford to fire off too many more of those if I wish to use Three Thousand Steps.”

Squaring her shoulders, Empress Hilda marched over to Rainer, who had finished mopping up the pack that had assaulted him and his squadron.

“Rainer.”

“What are your orders, Hilda?” Rainer asked with his back straight despite his breathing being heavy. Sweat covered his face and stained his shirt. Even so, he didn’t look injured, which Hilda felt blessed for.

“I need you to send someone to fetch me my armor and sword,” Empress Hilda commanded with a glint in her eyes. It was time she took this fight to the Demon Beasts. She would show them what it meant to attack her city.


Chapter 12

Lightning Step




It took Kari and Fay ten minutes to reach the Imperial Royal Palace from the amphitheater. While that still felt like a long time to her, Kari understood that it generally took about six hours to reach home from the amphitheater if they traveled via a carriage going full speed. The amphitheater was about one hundred kilometers away. Given that, the amount of time it took her and Fay to reach her home was impressive.

Their appearance must have startled the servants. Garret, who’d been standing by the doorway when they rushed in, let out a startled yelp.

“Mistress Kari, what is going on?!” he asked.

“Demon Beasts are attacking Nevaria!” Kari said in a hurry, even as she and Fay raced up the stairs. “Hurry up and inform everyone in the palace about what’s happening! Tell them to lock everything down and have the Imperial Royal Guard prepare for combat! Also! Have someone prepare Mother’s battle outfit and send it to her!”

“D-Demon Beasts?! So that alarm was—ahem. I understand, Mistress Kari! Please leave everything here to us!” Garret recovered from his shock admirably and made haste to do as he was told.

Kari barely paid attention to Garret’s response as she and Fay dashed into the hallway. Fay was preceding her as she turned a corner and rushed toward the door that led to Eryk’s bedroom. She burst in. Kari followed close behind and found Fay already rifling through the chest where Eryk kept all his alchemy pills.

“Found them.” Fay held up a bag of pills, tossed them to Kari, and then reached in and grabbed another bag. She stood up as Kari caught the bag she had tossed. “Now we just need to get dressed and grab our weapons.” She looked down at her clothes. “I can’t move very well in this.”

“Yeah,” Kari agreed. “Me neither.”

After traveling out the door and down the stairs, Kari and Fay ran into her bedroom, which she now thought of as their bedroom. Both of their battle uniforms, aka their armor, had been placed within her closet. Kari was quick to strip out of her clothes, open the closet door, and begin pulling out the outfit she used for battle.

Kari slid on her white and blue blouse, black stockings, and brown boots. Then she put on the light leather chestplate, attached her shin guards, and made sure the gloves on her hands were snug and secure. It only took a few seconds to put everything on, then she was grabbing Fay’s clothes and armor next.

“Fay, I’ve got your clothes!”

Kari turned around to discover that Fay was wearing nothing but her laced underwear and breast bindings. However, she had also grabbed her gauntlets and Kari’s ranseur, which she set to the side in exchange for the clothes.

Deciding to aid Fay so they could get ready faster, Kari helped the redhead put on her inner tube shirt, and then her sleeveless vest with the long ends that trailed down to her ankles. By that point, her friend had already slid on her black pants and stockings. It was easy for Kari to cinch up the belt around her waist, and then the smaller one under her chest, before sliding on the black shirtless sleeves. Lastly, Fay put on her knee-high black boots and gleaming silver gauntlets.

“Are you ready?” asked Kari as she grabbed her ranseur.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Fay said, grabbing the bags of pills and placing them in the large pouch at her hip. “Let’s hurry.”

As they raced out of the room and traveled to the entrance hall, a loud shriek filled the atmosphere. Fay and Kari didn’t even need to converse to decide on a plan of action. They changed directions immediately, heading toward the kitchen attached to the informal dining hall. As they got closer, loud crashing and the sounds of clanging pottery echoed back to them. What they found upon entering was several Pteranodons that had crashed through the wall and were attacking the head chef.

They reacted quickly.

Fay took two steps forward, rotated her hands as she brought them into her torso, and then thrust them out in a powerful double punch. She added an extra rotation at the end, turning the spiraling flames into a pair of arrows. Each arrow slammed into the face of a Pteranodon. They exploded with an incredible force that caused even Kari to feel like her skin was being singed. The Pteranodons were even worse off, and their now headless corpses fell to the ground.

That was two, but there had been four of them.

Two more left.

Kari had started racing toward the Pteranodons the moment she saw what was happening, and so, as the flames from Fay’s Spiritual Fire Technique took out two of the four Demon Beasts, she rushed at the remaining two. Her first attack was a simple jab. She stabbed her ranseur straight into a Pteranodon’s throat. Then she pulled it out, spun around, and channeled Spiritual Power through her weapon. A beam of golden light suddenly shot from the tri-pronged tip. As the first Pteranodon thrashed and flailed, blood spraying from its neck, the second had a hole blasted straight through its chest when Kari fired a beam of condensed light at it.

Ignoring the two dying Demon Beasts, she turned around and faced the frightened woman holding several pots and pans in her arms.

“Are you okay?” Kari asked their head chef.

“Y-yes, Mistress Kari,” the woman stuttered. “Thank you. You two saved me.”

“Don’t worry about that. Listen, you need to get out of here. Meet up with Garrett and do whatever he tells you. Your safety takes more priority than our kitchenware.”

“Yes, Mistress Kari.” The middle-aged woman bowed her head to Kari, and dashed out the door, disappearing in a hurry. She was still holding the pots and pans.

Kari sighed.

“What was that about?” asked Fay.

Giving her friend a frustrated smile, Kari said, “Madam Valka is a great chef, but she’s a little too obsessed with her cookware. I’m almost positive that these pots and pans mean more to her than her own life.”

“That’s… pretty extreme,” Fay admitted.

“Some people are extreme about certain things.”

The two of them took a second to reflect on that comment, but then Fay shook her head. “We don’t have time to waste here. Let’s hurry up and head to the north gate.”

“You won’t get any arguments from me,” Kari agreed.

The two of them raced out of the kitchen, leaving the pots, pans, and other cooking appliances behind.

[image: ]




I reached the north gate alongside Lin and the Kriger Family in about twenty minutes. We were lucky the amphitheater wasn’t that far from the gate. I’d say about thirty or forty kilometers. Even battling nonstop as we had been, we were able to reach this place pretty quickly, though I had been slowed down by Lin and the Kriger Family.

None of them could use the Flash Step.

The walls surrounding Nevaria were about twenty meters high and five meters thick, with their primary feature being the massive gates made from a combination of wood and steel at the north, south, east, and west entrances. At that moment, the north gate had been completely decimated. The gate and the archway that had been keeping it shut were gone and Demon Beasts were pouring into the city.

“Damn it!” This was going to make defeating this invasion that much harder. “Lin, you and I are sticking together. Watch my back and defeat any Demon Beasts that get past me.”

“Yes, Darling.”

“Catalyna and the rest of you! I want you to gather in groups of three or more and begin cleaning out this city! Don’t stray too far from the gate, but do what you can to protect the people around you! The Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard should be coming! We only have to hold out until then!”

“Ha! Just leave this to us!” Catalyna shouted.

“Ohohoho, it’s been a long time since I could cut loose,” the old man said as his bright green aura flared to life, and then quickly retracted into his body. So the old man had reached the Second State of Spiritualism. Good. He’d be a big help.

As if his words had brought life to the Kriger Family, all twenty individuals activated their Spiritual Auras. These twenty auras went all across the board of colors. Green, blue, red, yellow, brown. The only colors missing were black and gold, the colors of the light and darkness elements, which were among the rarest elements a human could possess.

Following my advice, the twenty members of the Kriger Family split up into groups of four, meaning five groups of four individuals raced off to begin battling the Demon Beasts. Seeing this, I turned back toward the gate. I didn’t activate my Spiritual Aura. Instead, I took that aura into myself and activated the Second State of Spiritualism. I would need speed and power over extra protection right now.

“Let’s go, Lin!”

“Yes!”

I smashed into the Demon Beasts pouring in through the now derelict gate like a human battering ram. Most of them were weak D and C-Ranks like the Dire Wolves, Man-Eating Pythons, and Foxbears. But along with the D and C-Ranks, there were a few B-Ranks like the Silverbacks.

“Lin! Take out one of its legs!”

“This princess is already on it!”

Lin was quick on the uptake, creating a series of ethereal snakes that sprang forth and bit into a Silverback’s calves and thighs. The Demon Beast howled as the numbing poison spread through its body. It went down on a knee.

As it was kneeling there, I used its distracted and incapable state to rush forward, appearing before it within a Flash Step before I kicked it square in the face. I could almost feel the bones of its skull caving in. My attack crushed its face and lifted the Demon Beast off its feet. Because it was so big, when the Silverback crashed into the ground, it crushed several smaller Demon Beasts beneath it.

“This princess has never seen so many Demon Beasts before!” Lin shouted as she used her long tail to swat several Dire Wolves across the face, breaking their necks and killing them instantly. Her attacks were so fast most humans would have missed them. Even I saw nothing more than a blur. “There are even more now than when we were attacked on our expedition!”

“The ritual they are using must be dozens of times stronger!” I shouted back. “We need to hurry up and take care of these Demon Beasts, and then we need to find the ritual site and shut it down!”

I felt like the most important thing to do here was to stop the ritual, but it wasn’t like we could leave the north gate unattended. Until someone could come to replace us, Lin and I would have to do our best here, to push the Demon Beasts back and protect the people who remained.

“Lin! I’m about to activate my trump card! I’ll use it to push the Demon Beasts back! I want you to follow me, and then cover for me once I’m finished. I’ll be too exhausted to attack for a while.”

“Please don’t worry, Darling. This princess will protect you with her life.”

I didn’t like it when Kari, Fay, or Lin said things like how they’d give their life to protect me, as it implied dying for my sake, but we didn’t have time to argue. I also understood that my thoughts were hypocritical. The battle was continuing to wage. If I didn’t do something drastic, then we’d have Demon Beasts streaming nonstop into the city.

Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step. This was the name I had come up with for the transformation technique in which I turned my body into pure lightning when I activated the Third State of Spiritualism. I’d been practicing as much as I could. I still hadn’t mastered it in this life, but I was at least confident in my ability to keep it up for five minutes.

“Keep these Demon Beasts away from me for at least one second!”

“This princess has got you covered!”

I leapt back and Lin took my place. She slammed her tail on the ground and created numerous ethereal snakes that jumped from the earth and attacked the Demon Beasts around us. Many Dire Wolves and Man-Eating Pythons were taken down with a single bite. A dark purple spot appeared wherever the Demon Beasts were bitten, and the poison quickly spread to the rest of their bodies, resulting in the Demon Beasts keeling over, foaming from their mouths. Those she couldn’t kill with her snakes, she killed with her whips. Lin was like a storm blowing everything that came near me away.

While Lin protected me, I took a deep breath, loosened my body, then summoned as much Spiritual Power as I dared. I could feel it coursing through me, surging through my Spiritual Pathways like a storm, struggling to break through my skin. It wanted out. I gritted my teeth and refused to let it travel beyond the vessel that was my flesh and bones. With nothing but willpower, I kept the power contained and transformed it into lightning.

Lin leapt forward as a Dire Wolf tried to attack her. She didn’t use a Spiritual Technique this time. Striking the Dire Wolf on the underside of its chin with her fist, she launched the beast several meters through the sky. Her attack broke the creature’s neck. However, while she did that, another Dire Wolf attacked her with a paw swipe. I could hear her hiss of pain as the claws tore through her dress and skin. She spun around and broke the Demon Beast’s neck with a mighty tail slap, but I was able to catch a glimpse of the four claw marks on her skin before she was attacking more Demon Beasts.

A strange tingle crawled over my skin. It was numbing in a way, but at the same time, it felt like when you generate static electricity by rubbing wool socks against carpet. When I looked down at my hands, I could see that they had become a pale blue.

“Lin,” I said in a garbled voice. Even my voice sounded like static. “Stand back, please.”

At the sound of my voice, Lin turned just her head to look upon me. Her eyes widened. She had never seen this technique of mine since practicing it with the others around could be dangerous. The number of times my body had exploded with lightning and destroyed my surroundings when practicing this technique was too numerous to count.

“Darling?” she asked as if she couldn’t believe it was me.

“I’ve got this. Remember to protect me once my technique wears off.”

“M-mm.”

Technically speaking, The Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step was just a combination of the Flash Step and the Third State of Spiritualism to equalize the lightning element within my body. However, since my body was pure lightning, the speed I could move around at was increased by several factors. That was why I called it Version 3.

I took one step forward, and then I attacked. I appeared in front of a Dire Wolf and punched it so hard that its body exploded, then appeared before a Man-Eating Python and sliced its head off with a powerful heel drop. Because my body was just lightning, which increased my ability to cut through things, I had essentially turned into a blade. Another Dire Wolf lost its head from a simple karate chop. A Silverback had a hole blown through its chest when I punched it. Without stopping for even a second, I continued to attack anything that emerged from the gate, and then…

I began pushing the Demon Beasts back.

Because I had never seen anyone else with the lightning element who could use the Third State of Spiritualism, I didn’t know what I looked like to others, but if I considered how fast I was moving, then they probably couldn’t even see me. Hundreds of Demon Beasts were killed within less than three seconds. I was sure that, to a normal human, I was nothing but a flicker of light, like lightning flashing across the sky.

Within five seconds, I was already standing outside of the gate and continuing to drive the Demon Beasts back. Thanks to my body being composed of lightning, I was able to perceive the world around me at a slower speed. I think it was something like… because my body was made of lightning, my brain and eyes were also made of lightning, which meant I could perceive everything at the speed of light… or something like that. I didn’t understand the particulars. The only thing I knew was that things that moved incredibly fast for a normal person moved at a snail’s pace for me. This allowed me to process information far more quickly than I could when using the normal Flash Step.

That was why I could see the Demon Beasts moving around the wall and toward the east and west gates. Given how much time had passed, I was sure many Demon Beasts had already reached those gates, but I wasn’t going to let these ones get away clean.

I held out my hands and fired off several hundred bolts of lightning. Each bolt pounded into a Demon Beast. The lightning exploded on contact, destroying the Demon Beasts in droves, leaving nothing but burnt corpses behind. It wasn’t long before the acrid scent of burning flesh filled the atmosphere.

For five whole minutes, I kept this up. For five minutes, I defended the north gate and killed any Demon Beasts trying to make it to the other gates. For those five minutes, I did everything I could to contain the force threatening to destroy Nevaria.

And then the five minutes were up.

Spiritual Techniques like the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step required vast amounts of Spiritual Power to activate and maintain. A normal Spiritualist who could activate their Spiritual Aura wouldn’t even have enough power to activate this technique. Even attempting it would probably kill them. Kari and Fay might be at the stage where they could activate this technique, but they wouldn’t be able to use it for longer than maybe half a minute. It was an extensive and exhausting technique that left the user burned out and unable to fight back once the Spiritual Technique ran its course.

My body soon returned to normal. I slumped to my knees, sweat pouring down my face, as I took in several rasping breaths. A wide area around me was free of Demon Beasts, but even as I knelt there, that space was being filled with more Demon Beasts. I had no idea how large the Demon Beast Invasion was in my previous life. But this invasion seemed endless to me.

A shadow appeared above me. I thought it was a Silverback at first, but as my vision sharpened, I realized that what I was looking at was no Silverback.

The creature before me had a massive body covered in dark fur, six legs sprouting from its carapace, and a large spinneret sticking out of its abdomen near the back. Fang-like mandibles jutted from its ugly mouth. Meanwhile, a pair of round, red eyes sat atop its head. This creature, which looked set to skewer me with one of its pointed legs, was an A-Rank Demon Beast.

Greater Tarantellia.

I glared at the creature, not in defiance but exhaustion. I was weakened from having used the Lightning Step. Weak and powerless. Even if I wanted to, there was nothing I could do to defend myself in this state.

“DARLING!!”

“Get away from him, you monster!”

But just as the Demon Beast was about to attack, a beam of light struck it in the side. The light detonated, causing it to stumble back and release a hideous shriek that was like nails scraping against a chalkboard.

Before the Demon Beast had a chance to recover, Lin appeared before me like a spring. She created several massive snakes out of Spiritual Power and wrapped them around the legs of the Greater Tarantellia, causing it to fall over. Then Fay, appearing above it within a Flash Step, threw her fire-covered fist down and pounded the creature. Flames exploded from the top. The Greater Tarantellia shrieked more as Fay leapt off and landed beside me. However, aside from some basic burns on its hairy body, it was unharmed.

Fay grimaced. “After performing such a perfectly coordinated assault, all we have to show for it are a few black marks? What is this thing made of?”

I was going to answer for her, but Kari suddenly appeared by my side and answered first. “That is a Greater Tarantellia. They live deep in the forests located throughout the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Most of them are small and only rank around C or sometimes B-level threat categories, but Tarantellia who live for a long time can achieve A-Rank status like this one. Once they reach that level of age and power, we refer to them as Greater Tarantellias.”

“How do we beat it?” asked Lin.

“If you can strike it in the same place several times with multiple powerful A-Rank Spiritual Techniques, you should be able to kill it,” I said.

“Which means it’s nearly impossible for anyone whose name isn’t Eryk to kill on their own,” Kari joked.

“Eryk, here.” Fay tossed me two pills. “Use these to recover your strength. Please leave the Greater Tarantellia to us.”

Catching the pills, I recognized the blue and red pills as the Spiritual Recovery and Blood Clotting Pill. I wondered why she’d given me a Blood Clotting Pill, but then I felt the sting of several cuts on my body and realized I was injured. There was a gash going up my torso, cuts on my arms and legs, and blood streaming from a wound on my neck. I must have gotten these after the Third State of Spiritualism had worn off.

“I’ll leave this to you three,” I said, popping both pills into my mouth and swallowing. It would take a while for the pills to take effect, so I was essentially useless until then.

Kari smiled at me. “Then I guess you’ll get to see the fruits of our training now. I’m actually a little excited.”

“Don’t get too excited,” Fay muttered. “This is a battle with Nevaria’s safety on the line.”

Kari pouted. “You don’t need to tell me. I am aware of that.”

“This princess will back the two of you up. Please be careful.”

As the three girls faced off against a ten-meter-tall spider, I stood back and watched them. There was nothing I could do right now, and to be honest, I wanted to see how strong Kari and Fay had grown.

[image: ]




“Are you ready?” Kari asked as she spun her ranseur in her hands.

“Not really,” Fay admitted, even though she was pounding her gauntlets together, “but it’s not like life waits for us to be ready. We just do the best we can with what life throws at us.”

“This princess is always ready,” Lin added.

“Before you fight, take these pills. You’re in rough shape, Lin.”

“Oh. Thank you. This princess appreciates your consideration.”

Fay handed Lin a Spiritual Recovery Pill and Blood Clotting Pill, which the Lamia didn’t hesitate to pop into her mouth and chew.

Most of Kari’s attention was focused on the giant creature before her. The Greater Tarantellia was a hideous thing. She had seen a lot of Demon Beasts in her life, both in real life and in books, but this one was definitely one of the ugliest. It was also one of the strongest she had seen before.

An A-Rank Demon Beast.

Not even her mother could defeat one of these on her own.

“I’ll attack first,” Kari said. “Fay, when I distract it, you and Lin can do what we did the last time. Trip it up and strike it with your most powerful attack. Keep striking it in the same spot if you can. Retreat if you can’t.”

“I’m not sure my most powerful attack will be enough to deal with this, but I’ll do my best,” Fay said.

“That’s all I can ask for.”

Kari took a deep breath, centered herself, then rushed forward. She took two steps. The Greater Tarantellia spotted her and released several threads of thick silk that it tried to wrap her in, but she used the Flash Step to avoid them. Appearing underneath the creature, she danced circles around it. Her ranseur glowed a bright golden color as she charged Spiritual Power through it.

Then she sliced into the Greater Tarantellia’s legs.

As she expected, the amount of damage she could do was minimal, with barely a scratch to show for her efforts. The hair covering its body was tougher than steel. Even with the power of the light element giving her blade a sharper edge, she only managed to leave a scratch. However, that just meant she needed to attack the exact same place several more times.

The Greater Tarantellia raised its legs and tried to stab her, but Kari danced around its attacks. Each leg struck the ground. It kicked up dirt but nothing else. And while it continued trying to pierce her body, she continuously cut into its legs, aiming for the same spot over and over again. Nothing seemed to happen at first. But after nearly a dozen cuts in the same location, blood began flowing from a gash that appeared on its carapace.

“Kari! Get away from there!” Fay shouted.

As the Greater Tarantellia raised its legs once more, Kari used the Flash Step to dart away just as several ethereal snakes broke through the ground and bit the Demon Beast’s legs. Purple smoke began rising from the areas bitten, venomous plumes that tried to melt through the hard shell. They couldn’t, but they still held the creature in place, allowing Fay to rush underneath it without being attacked.

Fay bent her knees and held her hands above her head. She put them at about two palms distance from each other, then moved them around. As she did, a surge of Spiritual Power flowed through her body and into her hands, which began glowing brilliant crimson. Wisps of fire soon gathered between her hands. Then the wisps agglomerated into a tiny sphere, which increased in size seconds after forming.

“HAAAAAAA!”

Thrusting out her left hand, Fay slammed the sphere of fire into the creature’s abdomen. However, the fireball didn’t explode. It remained above her palm, hovering there as she continued digging it into the Greater Tarantellia’s body. The hair around its skin quickly melted. Then the outer layer of skin turned boiling red as it began melting as well. It looked like she’d be able to deliver this Demon Beast a punishing injury.

Then something unexpected happened.

The spinneret on the Greater Tarantellia’s abdomen lowered and fired a thread at Fay, catching her around the feet. The redhead only had enough time to squawk before her legs became tangled and she was sent to the ground. Her Spiritual Fire Technique sputtered out, and then the giant Demon Beast began reeling her in.

“FAY!”

Kari shouted as she used the Flash Step. Her body was already moving through the motions, her dance helping her activate Light Cutter, the technique that caused her blade to glow a bright gold. She sliced into the threads attached to Fay’s legs. They didn’t break at first, but Kari swung her ranseur into them one, two, three more times and managed to sever the threads.

By this point, the Greater Tarantellia had broken free of Lin’s snakes. It turned around and tried to attack them with its mandibles. Kari and Fay had been so busy dealing with their last problem that they couldn’t react to this one.

A whip struck the Greater Tarantellia across the face. As the creature reared back from the powerful blow, Lin threw out her other whip, wrapping it around one of the mandibles and yanking on it. The Greater Tarantellia, unable to withstand Lin’s impressive strength, was pulled face-first into the ground.

“Attack it again, you two! This princess will keep it occupied!”

Kari and Fay accepted Lin’s offer, leaping back and moving around toward its hind end. During that time, Lin began what was essentially a tug of war with the Greater Tarantellia. She wrapped both whips around its mandibles and pulled. The creature struggled, but strength wasn’t what gave this Demon Beast an A-Rank. Lin continued to show her superior physical strength, and then she added insult to injury by slapping it in the face with her tail, further enraging the monster and causing it to shriek at her.

After reaching the back, Fay used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step and launched herself high into the air. Once more, she created a sphere of fire between her hands. The molten hot flame seemed more like lava than a fireball. She descended onto the Greater Tarantellia’s back and slammed her attack into it once more. Smoke poured from its body as the hair on its back was burnt off, and then its durable flesh soon turned bright red and began bubbling. Finally, she managed to sink her fireball into its back, but her power ran out before she could go further.

As the Greater Tarantellia screeched and thrashed, Fay jumped off and Kari appeared in the air above. She twirled her ranseur around her body. This helped channel her Spiritual Power into her weapon, the tip of which appeared to burst into golden flames, which soon condensed into a fine point. Then she pointed the tip down as she fell.

Her aim was perfect.

The ranseur’s tip pierced the soft area that Fay had melted with her fireball. Black blood oozed from the creature as she shoved her weapon in as far as it could go. Then she released all the Spiritual Power that had been stored in the tip of her blade, causing the insides of this creature to ignite. Light poured out from the holes in its body—namely, its mouth and the wound her ranseur had pierced through. The creature fell onto its belly, legs twitching several times before going still.

“Haaah… haaaah… we… we did it,” Kari whispered as if she couldn’t believe it. She looked down at the others from her place on top of the Demon Beast and grinned. “We did it!”

“We did indeed,” Fay said with a smile, though she appeared quite exhausted. Her shoulders were slumped as she wiped the sweat from her brow. “Ugh, that was quite the challenge. Tarantellia aren’t even ranked that high on the A-Rank charts, right? They’re nowhere near as strong as a Giant Rock Golem, but this was easily the hardest battle I’ve ever fought.”

“But we did good, right?” Lin asked as Kari hopped off the carcass and walked over to them. She swung her ranseur, removing the blood from her blade. “Even if this isn’t all-powerful, it is still an A-Rank Demon Beast, correct? That means we did something only a few people in Nevaria have been able to do, right?”

“That’s true.” Kari beamed at the two of them. “We defeated a Demon Beast even Mother would have trouble with. That is something to be proud of.”

“It certainly is,” Eryk said. Kari, Lin, and Fay turned to find Eryk walking over to them, a proud smile on his face. “You three did a great job. However… there is still a problem.”

Kari frowned. “What is the problem?”

“That.” Eryk pointed at something in the opposite direction, and the three of them turned their heads to find another Greater Tarantellia skittering toward them alongside several hundred smaller ones. The three of them paled, but Eryk chortled. “Relax. My Spiritual Power has recovered enough that I can fight now. Just leave this to me.”

“No, leave this to us,” a voice suddenly said before the girls could respond.

All four of them turned toward the voice to find none other than Empress Hilda, now dressed in gleaming armor and carrying a sword with a complex rune array etched onto its silvery surface, standing naught but a few meters away.


Chapter 13

Three Thousand Steps




Empress Hilda, her three husbands, and an army of what appeared to be several thousand strong stood behind the four of us.

The empress was decked in dazzling silver armor. Gleaming metal made from what was likely an A-Rank Demon Beast shone brightly in the sunlight, inlaid with golden runic designs that swirled across the surface. The carapace-shaped breastplate protected most of her chest and upper back. Meanwhile, pauldrons made of overlapping steel, elbow armor, and gauntlets protected her shoulders and arms. Two leaf-shaped metal plates sat on either side of her hips, offering a small amount of protection, and silver greaves covered her shins. In her right hand was a curved sabre with numerous runes etched onto the blade’s surface.

The rune array was not complex. Thuriaz. Raidho. Naudiz. The three runes repeated endlessly along the blade to create an intricate pattern. Their meaning when combined like this, if translated into humanity’s written language, would mean something like, “The power necessary, bound by need, and the knowledge of how to use it.” Something close to that. It would make channeling Spiritual Power through the sabre easier.

I wondered where she got it. Nevaria did not have anyone who could etch runes into armor and weapons as far as I knew, which meant this must have been discovered in one of the ruins littering the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

While nowhere near as impressive as her custom-made armor, her husbands all looked powerful in their gleaming garb. Rainer and Dante wore the silver armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist Commander. Valence had donned the golden armor of an Imperial Royal Guard General.

All around them were thousands of Spiritualists from both the Nevarian Spiritualists and the Imperial Royal Guard. They were attacking the Demon Beasts attempting to enter through the north gate. I turned my head and watched as several Spiritualists moved east and west to intercept the Demon Beasts attempting to reach the other gates.

“Mother?” Kari said.

Empress Hilda looked at the slain Greater Tarantellia, then glanced at her daughter and smiled. “You have become incredibly strong, Kari. I am so proud of you. Please leave dealing with that other Greater Tarantellia to us.”

“Um…” Kari didn’t look like she knew what to say.

“We’ll leave things here to you then,” I said for her. “Actually, there is something the four of us should be doing.”

I could tell that Empress Hilda was confused, but the Greater Tarantellia was charging toward us and there was no time to argue. She didn’t ponder the matter for long before giving us a decisive nod.

“Then do what you must. We shall hold the line here,” Empress Hilda proclaimed as though it was already done.

“Thank you.” I glanced at the three girls. “Come on. We need to hurry if we want to prevent more Demon Beasts from being drawn to Nevaria.”

The girls were obviously confused, but it was only for a moment before they seemed to understand what I was talking about. They nodded at me as determination flashed in their eyes. Now that they understood, the four of us took off back into the city.

Many Demon Beasts were still invading Nevaria. Just because the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards had arrived didn’t mean all our problems had been resolved. Even now, humans were fighting against Demon Beasts, attacking in groups as they did what they could to protect the civilians. Spiritual Techniques flew through the air. Fire and lightning and wind slammed into Demon Beasts, tearing them apart. Walls of earth rose from the ground and offered protection. I could see someone with a water affinity healing the injured as he was protected in turn by a group of Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards. Even the mercenary companies had come to lend a hand. This was their home too.

Sadly, it wasn’t as if our forces were decimating the Demon Beasts with ease. Several Nevarian Spiritualists were beset upon by a pack of Dire Wolves and devoured. A young woman was lifted off the ground by a Silverback and her arms were ripped off. Her screams of agony were cut brutally short as the Demon Beast grabbed her leg and smashed her into the ground. Blood gushed from the neck of a young man as his throat was crushed by the jaws of a Man-Eating Python.

Everywhere I looked, someone was being killed.

We did our best to ignore the gruesome scenes replaying over and over as we kept moving. I would occasionally lend a hand, firing condensed beams of lightning and water, but I had to focus on solving the greater problem. I couldn’t afford to save every person in danger.

It tore at my insides more surely than a blade.

“Eryk, that thing we have to do,” Fay began as she and the other two ran alongside me, “you are referring to Dyr, correct?”

“I am.” I nodded even as I helped a few Spiritualists by shooting a couple of Dire Wolves through the head with my lightning-water beams. “The reason the Demon Beasts are being drawn here is that the Leucht Family is using Dyr in a ritual to activate and enhance her unique ability. If we want to stop the Demon Beasts from coming, then we need to find Dyr and interrupt the ritual.”

“But the Leucht Family is…” Kari began, only to grimace.

“Right,” I said, “The Leucht Family is hiding somewhere in the sewers, so that’s where we are going.”
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Hilda didn’t look away from the charging Greater Tarantellia as her daughter, Eryk, Fay, and Lin disappeared back into Nevaria. She was worried for them. She didn’t know what they were doing, and that caused her worry to gnaw at her. But her daughter had clearly come into her own. What’s more, she had friends who she could now rely on in times of trouble.

They would be fine.

“Dante, Rainer, Valence,” she called out. “Just like the last time we fought against an A-Rank Demon Beast, I will be relying on you three to keep it distracted while I activate Three Thousand Steps.”

“You can count on us!” Dante said as he readied his broadsword.

“Your wish is our command.” Valence set his battleaxe against his shoulder and bent his knees.

“Here it comes.” Rainer knelt down and held out his arms as he gripped the glaives that were his weapons of choice.

As the Greater Tarantellia charged forward, Valence rushed out to meet it. The creature attempted to shoot a web at him, but Valence was faster than he looked, sidestepping the attack and spinning around. A truly astounding amount of Spiritual Power surged through his battleaxe. Then it was released as a massive wave of fire that slammed into the Greater Tarantellia and sent it stumbling backward.

An angry shriek erupted from the beast. Valence’s attack seemed to have caused very little damage despite pushing the Greater Tarantellia back. That was when Dante rushed in and surrounded his weapon in a layer of lightning by rotating his blade and channeling his Spiritual Power. He sliced at one of the Greater Tarantellia’s legs, but the metal clanged off the hairy appendage, which felt like it was fully armored. His arms shook as he stumbled back.

“What the hell is with this hair?! It’s so freaking sturdy—whoa!”

The Greater Tarantellia tried to impale him with its spinneret. Dante leapt backward several times, then moved left, right, and right again, avoiding the Demon Beast’s massive abdomen as it came down in an attempt to stick him with the sharp needle on its backside.

During this time, Rainer rushed forward, his glaives coated in a green layer of wind as he swung his hands back and forth and attacked the creature’s legs from outside. None of his attacks did any real damage, of course, but the Greater Tarantellia suddenly stopped attacking Dante and turned on him. However, once the creature began ignoring him, Dante attacked again. This caused the Greater Tarantellia to switch back and forth between attacking Dante and Rainer, which made it impossible for the Demon Beast to land a single hit on either of them.

Unfortunately, this Demon Beast was smarter than it looked. Dante and Rainer soon discovered that when a web shot from the Greater Tarantellia’s back and wrapped around Dante’s body. He didn’t even have a second to lament getting caught before he was lifted into the air and slammed into Rainer. The two went down in a tangle of limbs and clanging steel.

“Ugh… that was unpleasant. It’s a good thing we’ve strengthened our bodies,” Dante groaned.

“The Second State of Spiritualism is indeed a powerful defense, physically speaking, though it doesn’t offer as much protection against Spiritual Attacks as the Spiritual Aura does,” Rainer added just before a shadow appeared above them. “Look out!”

Rainer didn’t wait for Dante to respond as he rolled them across the ground. He was just in time. The Greater Tarantellia slammed its spindly legs into the ground. When the Demon Beast lifted its legs, a small hole like a puncture mark appeared in the earth, showing off just how sharp the tips of those legs were. They’d be dead if that hit them. Not even their Spiritual Auras would be able to protect them from the strength of an A-Rank Demon Beast like this.

As they continued rolling across the floor, Valence came forward, swinging his battleaxe with a ferocious battle cry. Flames coated his weapon. His fiery attack slammed into the Demon Beast’s foremost left leg. While the hair covering the leg was harder than steel and protected it from being cut into, the force of the attack was so powerful that the Greater Tarantellia’s leg was knocked out from underneath it. A screech escaped the creature’s mouth as it crashed to the ground.

“Now there’s the Valence we know and love!” Dante cheered as he and Rainer scrambled to their feet. “Gotta love that incredible brute strength of yours!”

“If you have time to talk, then you have time to attack,” Valence said as he leapt into the air and slammed his battleaxe onto the head of the Greater Tarantellia. Fire burst from around the blade, superheating the metal and causing it to turn red. However, the attack did almost nothing against the Greater Tarantellia. Even the hairs on its head remained pristine.

“Damn, this thing is tough,” Dante complained, but he rushed forward and continued to attack alongside Valence and Rainer.

Despite all three of them attacking at the same time, it looked like the Greater Tarantellia still had the upper hand. None of their attacks could deal any real damage to it. On the other hand, the giant spider-type Demon Beast was powerful enough that it could use those spindly and weak-looking legs to knock them back. It swept a leg forward, struck Dante in the chest, and sent him flying. He scrambled to his feet as the Greater Tarantellia spat webs from its mouth. The webs were easy to dodge, but they stuck to the ground and turned into traps that they had to be wary of stepping on.

Among the three of them, Valence did the most. His powerful swings didn’t injure the Greater Tarantellia, but they were strong enough to knock the creature back, causing it to stumble and leave openings to attack. Dante and Rainer were talented. But they lacked Valence’s raw physical strength, which was impressive even without relying on the Second State of Spiritualism.

Hilda stood several meters from where the battle was taking place. She kept one eye on how the fight was progressing, but most of her attention was focused inward. Her golden Spiritual Aura had already been unleashed. The aura was shrinking quickly as she took it into herself, strengthening her body to levels beyond superhuman. This was only the first step, though. The final step was the hardest part.

“Hgggnnn!”

Groaning as she unleashed the remaining Spiritual Power she had inside of her body, Hilda converted it all into the light element. The act of doing such a thing hurt. It felt like her insides were being burned by her own light, but she kept it up, converting the pure Spiritual Power into her elemental affinity, and thus transforming her body into the light element.

Hilda’s body suddenly became ethereal and luminescent. Anyone looking her way would have been unable to look at her directly. Her entire body had turned into a human figure of pure light, a golden being that shone brighter than even the sun.

“Dante, Rainer, Valence,” Hilda called out, her voice containing a strange, echo-like quality, as though she were not truly speaking but projecting her thoughts with Spiritual Power. “Retreat now. Leave this to me.”

“Right!”

“Got it!”

“Yes, My Lady!”

The three acknowledged her orders and beat a hasty retreat, separating from each other and forcing the Greater Tarantellia to stand there in indecision as it tried to decide who it should go after first.

It would never get the chance.

At that moment, Hilda appeared underneath it. Her legs were already bent, the sabre she used held skyward near her chest, and her head tilted up as she stared into the abdomen of this powerful yet repulsive creature. From this position, she hyper-extended her legs to jump, thrust out her sword, and tore a hole straight through the creature’s body.

She ascended high into the sky as blood trailed around her like streamers caught in the wind. From her new vantage point, she could see the hole she had created inside of this creature. Large and gaping, it was possible for her to see the ground through it. The Greater Tarantellia was already dead. It had slumped onto its belly just like the one her daughter had felled, legs twitching erratically as they underwent seizures.

Hilda disappeared from the sky and appeared back on the ground a second later, her body reverting into flesh, blood, and bone. She took a deep breath. Her shoulders sagged. Using this technique always consumed a large amount of Spiritual Power, and she had used quite a bit already to defend the civilians. That one attack had used everything she could muster.

“Hilda!”

“Lady Hilda!”

“My dear wife!”

Hilda sighed at Dante’s pet name for her, but it was an endearing sigh. Her three husbands arrived quickly and formed a circle around her. It was like they were prepared to catch her should she fall, but now was not the time for such weakness. Squaring her shoulders, she retrieved a Spiritual Recovery Pill from a pouch at her hip, popped it into her mouth, and looked at the three before issuing her commands.

“There are still many Demon Beasts to take care of. Dante, I would like you to take charge of maintaining the front lines. Rainer, use your talent as a commander to lead troops into Nevaria and defeat any Demon Beasts still inside. Then set up a field hospital to treat the injured. Valence, you and the Imperial Royal Guards will come with me. We are pushing these Demon Beasts back!”

Even now, her people were fighting Demon Beasts all around them, doing their best to slay the tens of thousands that were still pouring in from Demon Beast Pass. She saw a young man in leather armor go down, buried under a pile of smaller, less powerful Tarantellia. Several dozen meters to her right, an older woman launched a fireball at a Dire Wolf, striking its head and killing it, but in return, she got mauled by two more Dire Wolves.

Death was everywhere.

They could not afford to remain still.

At her command, the three men straightened their backs, pride and determination showing on their faces. It was perhaps the one time her three vastly different husbands looked like a unit. There was no discord on their faces as they stared at her.

“Yes, My Lady!” they shouted at the same time.

As they rushed off to begin their counterattack, a voice came from behind her. “That was impressive. It has been many years since I’ve seen you use the Third State of Spiritualism.”

“Grimm Kriger.” Hilda eyed the old man that appeared by her side. “I should have known you’d be in the thick of things here. Are you not also going to use the Third State of Spiritualism? I know you can.”

Grimm smiled but shook his head. “I will if there is a need, but you know how much Spiritual Power it drains. This is a war of attrition. The one who remains standing will be the winner.” Hilda nodded, but Grimm was already changing topics as he sent a bolt of lightning into a horde of Tarantellia. “Is Herleif still outside of Nevaria?”

Hilda grimaced. “If he has returned, then he neglected to inform me.”

“A shame. This battle would be so much easier if your father was here.”

“Indeed, but there is no use crying over what could have been.”

“Ha ha ha! Right you are! I’m going to have some fun, so I’ll see you later.”

Grimm burst forward with speed that no one at his advanced age should have been capable of. The last Hilda saw of the old man, he was blowing a gaping hole through the Demon Beasts’ charging formation. She shook her head.

“Crazy old man,” Hilda muttered before twirling the sabre in her grasp and rushing forward to join the battle.
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There were many entrances to the sewers located throughout Nevaria. Most of them were manholes, large pots covering holes that led into the sewer’s first level via a ladder. These were generally built next to drains that helped keep the streets dry.

We didn’t use one of those to enter the sewers, however.

The entrance we used was built underground and accessed through a stairway right next to a canal, which had been irrigated for the sole purpose of separating the sewer water from usable water.

Perhaps owing to the fact that this was the entrance to a sewer, it wasn’t as well-maintained as other entrances. The hinges of the rusted door squeaked when I opened it and led the girls inside. It was dark, damp, and I could only see well after channeling the lightning element into my eyes. There was also the smell. Even before we had entered the canal, the smell had been rancid like rotten eggs and sulfur, but upon stepping into the sewer, the scent became a thousand times worse.

“Th-this princess is beginning to regret agreeing to come down here.” Lin grimaced as she covered her mouth. Her tongue was very sensitive to scents, so I imagine she could actually “taste” how bad this sewer smelled.

“I agree,” Fay complained as she pinched her nose between her fingers.

“I’ve never been down here before,” Kari murmured as she also covered her nose with her free hand. “It’s rather gloomy and disgusting, isn’t it?”

The area we were in right now was just a hallway made of stone. Our footsteps echoed along the floor, tap tap tap tap tap tap, sounding out of time as we all walked at a slightly different pace. Of course, Lin wasn’t walking at all.

When I last traveled these sewers, they had fallen into ruin. The Demon Beast Invasion had destroyed much of the sewer’s infrastructure, resulting in collapsed hallways, destroyed stairwells, and levels where the floors had caved in. Because of that, I hadn’t been able to get a good feel for the place. I worried about how Lin’s body would fit in the sewers, but after taking several staircases that led deeper into the sewer, we stepped into the actual sewer, and I realized I needn’t worry at all.

This place was big.

Bigger than I thought it was.

The large room was dark and covered in grime, but a few monster core lamps helped illuminate the passage, allowing me to see how long the rectangular room was. We walked down a set of smaller stairs. Several small pipes were jutting from the walls, disgusting black water that looked more like sludge pouring out from them and into the main sewage channel. As we stepped onto a walkway, I noticed that it sloped in one direction to help keep the water from clogging up.

“This place is huge,” Fay muttered in shock. “I had no idea the sewers were so massive.”

“These sewers were built long before the Great Catastrophe,” I told them all. “According to some of the books I read, the sewers were built by some of the most powerful earth affinity Spiritualists of the time. It is a network that spreads across all of Nevaria. Supposedly, the many passages and interconnecting corridors aren’t just for sewage either. They were made as a means of safeguarding the people. In the event of something like an invasion, the citizens could come down here and hide until the danger had passed.”

“Which explains why it’s such a maze,” Fay agreed.

“This place is almost like a ruin in and of itself,” Kari added.

“This princess doesn’t care what it’s like,” Lin complained. “She just wants to hurry up, destroy that ritual, rescue Dyr, and leave. Her tail is getting covered in disgusting gunk, and it is not pleasant.”

I nodded. “Let’s keep going. I’ll try to use Spiritual Perception to find out where Dyr is. I couldn’t search last time because the Leucht Family was able to change their location to avoid detection, but it should be easier to find her now that her Spiritual Powers are active. They won’t be able to move even if they know we’re coming. She will probably be surrounded by members of the Leucht Family.”

The reason I hadn’t taken part in the search for the Leucht Family was that Spiritual Perception had a limited range. I could not sense anything beyond five kilometers, and the sewers were probably a thousand kilometers in size—not including the various levels. What’s more, the Leucht Family probably had a means of knowing when they had been discovered and would change location.

That was my theory anyway.

We all agreed and set off, traveling down both the main passage and numerous side passages. This place really was like a maze. I could see now what the books meant when they said it had been designed to help protect civilians in the event of an enemy invasion. Aside from there being so many passages that anyone unfamiliar with the sewers would get lost, there were numerous chokepoints and excellent ambush spots. Anyone invading who came down here would find it increasingly difficult to fight back without knowledge of the sewers.

The sewers consisted of three levels. Each level was accessible by a set of staircases. While most of the doors leading further down were locked, it wasn’t a problem for us. I cut the doors down with a sword made by condensing water and lightning. Our group continued moving.

As we continued traveling deeper, I activated Spiritual Perception, causing the colors to fade from my vision. However, in exchange for losing all sense of color, I was able to see the bright Spiritual Aura of each person near me. There were five. Three of them were from Kari, Lin, and Fay, but I also detected two hiding inside of a pair of large pipes to our left and right respectively. I couldn’t see their bodies. But I could feel them hiding in the shadows.

Was it those Shadow Puppets I had faced before?

“Kari,” I whispered.

“Yes?” she whispered back.

“You see those two pipes? I want you to create a pair of light spears and toss them over there.”

Kari didn’t quite seem to understand why I was asking her to do this, but she was at least willing to do as I asked. She took her ranseur in a firm, two-handed grip, slashed down from her left shoulder to her right hip as she took one step forward, and then slashed upward from that same position. What appeared before her was a single line of brilliant golden light. The light soon twisted and warped, transforming into a set of tridents that flew toward the two pipes faster than human perception could follow.

“SKKKRREEEEEE!!!”

Two strange cries echoed from inside of the pipes. Her technique had impaled a pair of creatures that had been hiding within the shadows. Cloaked in darkness and wearing masks, the creatures that had attacked me and Lin so long ago fell onto the walkways located on either side of the sewers, but rather than growing still, they burst into shadows and ash.

“It’s those things again!” Lin hissed as she saw what Kari’s attacks had killed.

“Those things?” Fay tilted her head. “Are you familiar with these strange people?”

“They attacked me and Lin back when I was still living in a simple housing unit,” I answered. What I didn’t tell them was that I had seen these things in my previous life too. “Also, they aren’t people. They’re shadows.”

“What do you mean?” asked Kari.

“How should I explain this?” I frowned and tried to recall my conversation with Skygge when I first discovered the ritual they were using Dyr for back in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. “These ‘creatures’ are nothing more than an agglomerated mass of shadows that have been condensed into a humanoid shape. They walk on two legs and resemble humans only in the vaguest sense of the word, but they were never human to begin with. Those runes on their facemasks aren’t there to enslave them or anything. It’s just a rune array meant to keep the shadows that created them from dispersing.”

“So they are just shadows following the orders of their creator?” Kari asked.

“Essentially.” I frowned and thought back to what I’d seen as we took a set of stairs that led deeper into the sewers. “The runes on their masks are inversed versions of standard runes. Fehu Merkstave, which can mean slavery or bondage. Ansuz Merkstave, the rune of manipulation. And Nauthiz Merkstave, which means constraining of freedom, deprivation, and emotional hunger. The rune array was quite crude, but those three runes are designed to constrain the shadows that have been gathered into a shape that shadows are not naturally meant to take. Furthermore, it allows the shadows a certain level of autonomy, giving them the ability to follow basic orders.”

The staircase ended as did my explanation, and I cut down the door at the bottom and stepped into another hallway. The three girls followed after me.

“That seems rather pitiful.” Fay looked at where the shadows had disappeared with pity in her eyes.

I shook my head. “Don’t feel too much pity toward them. It is like I said. Those things are not alive, nor were they ever living to begin with.” I could see the curious looks Lin, Kari, and Fay were wearing, but we didn’t have time for me to go into a more thorough explanation. “Do not worry about this too much. Let’s keep going for now. If at all possible, I would like to rescue Dyr before something terrible happens. We need to hurry.”
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Skygge looked up from the ritual and tilted his head to the side. Standing behind him, Hagen noticed the sudden change in the creature’s demeanor.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Ke ke ke. It seems two of my elite shadows have been destroyed. I wasn’t able to get a clear look at them through my parallel vision, but given what is happening topside and what’s happened so far, I believe the people who are heading our way are Eryk Veiger, Kari Astralia, Fay Valstine, and Lin.”

The expression on Hagen’s face darkened when he heard those names. Skygge would have laughed at the look this man wore, but he could ill afford to do such a thing right now. At least until his goals had been accomplished, he needed to play along with this man and his silly whims.

“That damn brat!” Hagen growled. “It seems he’s realized what is happening and is coming here to stop the ritual!”

“Ke ke ke. It certainly seems that way. Would you like me to send more shadows?” asked Skygge.

“No.” Hagen shook his head after a moment. “I want you to keep focusing on the ritual. I will send people to take care of them.” He glanced at the two women by his side. “Find those four who have invaded the sewer and dispose of them.”

The two women bowed low, turned around, and headed for the door. Skygge didn’t know much about either woman, but they moved like experienced warriors. He assumed they were originally assassins or mercenaries who had attempted to kill Hagen, were defeated, then became his concubines. There had been a rumor that Hagen was even more lascivious than Grant Leucht had been back in his youth.

“Ke ke ke. Will those two be enough to defeat Eryk Veiger and his harem?”

“Hmph. You need not worry about that.” Hagen crossed his arms and glared. “Svanhild and Sigrid might not look like it, but they are very powerful women who were once mercenaries that specialized in assassination. Their ability to sneak up on someone undetected and kill them before they can even realize it is unparalleled. Even your Shadows are no match for them.”

“Ke ke ke. How interesting. Well, here is to hoping those two live up to the hype.”

With nothing more needing to be said, Skygge turned back to the ritual circle. Dyr was lying naked in the middle of it. However, she was no longer writhing and yelling in pain. Her supine body was almost completely still, feet canted inward, eyes unseeing and glazed over, and drool leaking from her mouth. The only sign that she was still alive was the rise and fall of her bare chest, and even that was beginning to grow weaker.

“Ke ke ke. It won’t be long now before this girl’s life expires.” Within his hood, Skygge grinned. “Once that happens, all their efforts to come and rescue this girl will be in vain anyway.”
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Chapter 14

Svanhild & Sigrid




I kept Spiritual Perception activated as we moved slowly through the sewers, keeping a careful eye out for any potential ambushes. It seemed someone—Skygge, I assumed—had those shadows waiting at various ambush points in case someone realized what the Leucht Family was doing down here and came to stop them. We needed to be more cautious than normal, especially since I was sure they already knew we were coming.

The deeper we went into the sewers, the more disgusting our surroundings became. Where before the walls were just covered in some grime, now mold was growing out of the cracks, hanging from the ceiling, and dripping with disgusting fluids that couldn’t possibly be water. The sulfuric scent pervading the place became increasingly thick. Lin, Kari, and Fay had no choice but to cover their mouths and noses in a vain attempt to keep the scent out.

“I wish there was a way to block out this smell,” Kari muttered.

“If there was a way, this princess would have already found it.” Lin was practically gagging.

“I know we need to keep going, but…ugh, I really wish we could turn back,” Fay added her two valis.

“I know it’s tough, but please try to keep in mind why we’re doing this,” I said, the only person who hadn’t covered their olfactory senses. I had smelled far worse than this before. “Somewhere in this sewer, a poor girl is being treated like a tool and forced to activate a unique power that draws Demon Beasts to her. However, a ritual that can force someone’s powers to increase like this doesn’t come without a price. More than likely, Dyr’s life force is being drained even as we speak.”

“Her… life force?” Kari asked.

“The energy that her body needs to survive,” I said. “It’s not Spiritual Power, which is a separate source of energy and not actually needed to live. It’s the literal energy of her life. Her soul, if you will.”

“You think this ritual is killing her?” Fay asked for confirmation.

“I am almost positive it’s killing her,” I answered.

“Then we need to hurry,” Lin said. “This princess doesn’t know that girl very well, but she seemed like a nice person. She doesn’t deserve to die like this.”

Everyone nodded at Lin’s sentiment, and we continued with renewed determination, traveling down a lateral passage that didn’t have any sewer water. I was keeping Spiritual Perception active. That was how I spotted them. I stopped in the middle of the long corridor, pausing as a pair of Spiritual Signatures suddenly appeared just inside my range.

They were getting closer.

“It looks like they know we’re here,” I said. “There are two people traveling toward us. One is a lightning user, while the other is a water user. Both of them are fairly strong, but I can’t tell much more than that.”

“How long until they arrive?” asked Fay.

I blinked rapidly several times as I tried to obtain as much information as I could. “I’d say… about three minutes.”

“In that case, leave this to Lin and me.” Fay pointed toward herself and Lin. “We will handle these two, while you two continue and rescue Dyr.”

“Then we’ll leave them to you. Good luck,” I said with a nod.

“Please be safe,” Kari added.

“Hmph.” Lin thumped her chest and grinned at us, showing off her fangs. “Don’t you worry about us. This princess will show them why they shouldn’t mess with her family.”

Nodding at them both, Kari and I turned around and traveled through the tunnel before taking another side passage. I was keeping a firm eye on the two Spiritual Signatures heading toward Lin and Fay. With a little concentration, I could determine the general direction in which they had arrived.

As we traveled ever deeper into the sewers, Kari came up alongside me.

“I hope Lin and Fay will be okay,” she said.

“Don’t worry.” I smiled at her. “You know better than anyone how strong those two are. There isn’t a single person in Nevaria aside from you, me, and your mother who can defeat them in a straight fight.”
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Fay remained calm as she stared straight ahead. Not too long ago, being in a situation like this would have made her nervous, afraid, but she felt like she had grown out of that. As she stood there with Lin, all she felt was a slight sense of impatience. She wished these two would arrive faster so they could get this over with.

“You and this princess have never really been alone before, have we?” asked Lin.

The sudden question caused Fay to look at her. “Now that you have said it, I believe you’re right. I can’t recall a single time where it was just the two of us. Either Kari or Eryk has always been with us when we’re together.”

Lin nodded. “This princess has always felt closer to Big Sister because she wholly accepted her and told her that she could marry Darling too, even though she didn’t have to. This princess has always felt like there was some distance or a barrier between you and her. She has wanted to breech it for some time, but she didn’t know how.”

“I am sorry.” Fay smiled. “I didn’t mean to give the impression that I didn’t accept you. This situation is… well, it is something I had expected to be in with Kari a long time ago, but everything has changed now. Rather than being forced to marry someone I don’t want, I have willingly agreed to marry the man I love alongside two others. Kari can accept this situation so easily because she grew up with three dads. My father only had one wife, and he never remarried after Mother died, so I’m not as used to the idea as she is. I wasn’t trying to keep my distance on purpose.”

“This princess understands.” Lin nodded. “Lamia normally only have one mate their whole lives, but we aren’t as restrictive when it comes to sex. This princess’s mother has slept with many men in an effort to help her birth a strong child.”

“I see. That is… an interesting thing to know.”

It also explained why Lin was so accepting of their situation. To her, Eryk having multiple spouses must have seemed similar to how her mother had slept with multiple men, though she was sure Lin also understood how different their situation was.

“They are here.” Lin suddenly flicked out her long tongue.

Fay shifted into a relaxed combat stance. “Are you ready?”

“This princess is always ready.”

Their conversation came to an end as they waited for the two Spiritualists whom Eryk had sensed to appear, but when several seconds passed and nothing happened, Fay began to frown.

“Where are they?” she asked.

Lin flicked out her tongue again as though tasting the air.

Her eyes suddenly widened.

“They’re above us!”

At that moment, a pair of figures dropped from the ceiling. Fay leapt backward as Lin slithered out of the way. The two figures slammed into the floor, cracking the stone tiles underneath them. Lightning skittered across the floor as one of them stood up, and Fay understood that this person had just sealed her ability to use the Flash Step. That was fine since the Flash Step wasn’t as useful inside of enclosed spaces like this.

The two who had attacked them were women. They didn’t look anything alike. One had auburn hair that was several shades short of her own red hair, while the other had hair so black it was as if someone had painted the night into it. Both of them were pale-skinned and covered in lithe muscles. The cloaks around their shoulders did little to hide the obsidian armor they wore. A black chestplate that looked like it only covered a small portion of their breasts, a string thong wrapped around their hips, and greaves made of overlapping metal that went up to the middle of their thighs was all they had for clothing.

She didn’t think their armor would protect much. But the two activated their Spiritual Auras upon realizing their assassination attempt had failed, so she assumed they relied primarily on their Spiritual Auras for protection.

Armor for a Spiritualist was often less a matter of practicality and more a matter of aesthetics.

“Are you two working for Hagen Leucht?” asked Fay. Her demand for an answer went unanswered as the two prepared their respective weapons. The auburn-haired beauty wielded a pair of dirks, while the other one held what looked like a short blade attached to a chain.

“This princess does not believe they are going to answer you,” Lin said.

“I think you’re right,” Fay sighed. “Let’s just defeat them and catch up with Kari and Eryk.”

Fay pounded her gauntlets together and placed her dominant foot forward, adopting an orthodox fighting stance. Since she was fighting a person and couldn’t use the Flash Step, she would have to play defensively. Beside her, Lin created a pair of ethereal purple whips. Unlike Fay, who didn’t attack at first, she launched her whips at the raven-haired woman without reserve.


The woman she attacked leapt back and spun the chain over her head. It moved faster and faster until it had become nothing but a blur, then she moved the chain so it was spinning in front of her. Lin, having missed the first time, attacked again. Her whip came into contact with the exceedingly fast chain and sword. It was promptly torn apart by the rotating weapon.

“What the heck?!” Lin shouted in shock, eyes wide and mouth agape. “How did she do that?!”

“She’s a water affinity Spiritualist!” Fay shouted. “It looks like she’s using the spinning motion of her chain to condense water around it and increase its sharpness!”

Fay was unable to say anything else because the other woman suddenly launched herself into a quick sprint. Her forward dash was exceedingly fast, but fortunately, Fay had been sparring against people who used the Flash Step daily, which meant this woman wasn’t fast enough to get the best of her. She moved to the side, avoiding the dirk in the woman’s left hand, then tried to attack by slamming a punch into her opponent’s torso.

She had to give this woman credit. She had a quick reaction time.

Before Fay’s punch could slam into her unprotected torso, the woman had placed her hands on the ground and kicked her feet to guard against the attack. While this did make her legs jerk back a little when Fay’s fist slammed into her foot, the lightning affinity Spiritualist used the resulting momentum to twist her body around. Then she extended her legs and began spinning, unleashing several powerful kicks that arced through the air and produced lightning.

Leaping backward, Fay skidded along the slick ground, but then she bent her knees and adopted a power stance for better stability. Rotating her arms as she tucked them into her torso, she gathered Spiritual Power. Fire ignited around her hands. The blazing heat created waves that distorted the air around her. She took a deep breath, then expelled it as she thrust out her hands and twisted them to generate torque.

“HAAAAA!”

Two spirals of fire exploded from her fists. They looked like arrows almost, but they swirled around in a spiral pattern.

Her opponent didn’t seem to have an attack or defensive technique she could use to block Fay’s Spiritual Technique. The woman leapt backward as though hoping the technique would run out of Spiritual Power before reaching her, but once her feet left the ground, the lightning that she had used to cover the floor with disappeared.

Fay used the Flash Step.

She appeared in front of the woman, whose eyes grew so wide they looked like they might fall out of her head. However, this didn’t stop the woman from reacting. A knife flashed in front of Fay, who raised her arm and blocked the attack with her gauntlet. Metal sparked and squealed as she used her superior strength to shove the attack wide. Fay thought this had knocked the woman off-balance, as her foe landed on the ground and stumbled backward, and she moved in for the finishing blow.

But it was a trap.

Fay felt the hairs on her arms prickle seconds before a flash of lightning appeared from the bottom corner of her eyes. She gritted her teeth and moved her left arm, wincing as the lightning-covered dirk struck her Spiritual Aura, though she was fortunate. The attack was too weak to penetrate her Spiritual Aura. Even so, the surprise attack shocked her enough that the woman was able to take two extra steps into her guard.

“Urk!”

The air left Fay’s lungs as something slammed into her torso, punching through her aura and striking her breastplate. She stumbled backward. At that same time, the woman holstered her dirks and suddenly tossed several smaller throwing knives at Fay. Despite being out of breath, Fay saw them and responded accordingly, knocking them out of the air on instinct. Sparks flew as the weapons struck her gauntlet before clattering to the ground.

But that was just a distraction.

The woman crossed her arms in an X-pattern. There was a flash of light. A burst of lightning. Then Fay screamed as a powerful bolt slammed into her body. It penetrated her Spiritual Aura and hit her armor, but while the attack didn’t penetrate her chestplate, the lightning coruscating off the surface shocked her muscles and caused them to lock up.

That was when the woman renewed her attack. Fay’s eyes widened as a glinting blade coated in lightning flashed toward her face.
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Lin was very proud of her accuracy. When it came to wielding whips, she could strike a creature in whatever location on their body she desired, wrap her whips around them, tie them up, and even use them to dismember enemies by increasing the density of her poison until it was more like acid than venom. Since they were made from her Spiritual Power, they were a combination of the darkness and earth elements, turning them into incredibly poisonous weapons that could burn through skin like it was butter. Not only were her attacks powerful and accurate, but she could attack so quickly most people only saw a blur.

So why aren’t my attacks reaching her?

The woman she was fighting only used a single weapon, that strange knife attached to the chain, but the way she spun it around her body to create something that almost resembled a shield was shocking. Lin was even more shocked by how all her attacks were being repelled. Her whips would get chopped to pieces the moment they touched that swiftly rotating chain and knife.

While she was worrying about how her whips weren’t hurting her enemy, the woman she was locked in combat with took two steps forward and stomped on the ground. Nothing seemed to happen at first. This left Lin confused. Then something grabbed onto her tail, causing her to glance down.

“W-what is this?!”

It looked like black water had seeped between the cracks on the floor and covered her tail. As she stared at her tail in shock, the water suddenly constricted, causing her to cry out in pain. Her tail was pretty sensitive. It needed to be in order for her to balance on it.

With the water constricting around her, Lin almost missed the knife flying her way. It was nothing more than a dull glint in the sparse amounts of light. Lin screamed as she used her superior strength to tear the constricting water apart and dodge the knife, but she wasn’t fast enough. Blood spurted from the wound on her shoulder as the knife impaled her. It hurt, but she realized this was a good opportunity.

Before the woman could retract her knife, Lin grabbed the chain, using her strength to keep the woman from pulling it back. While her enemy tried to remove the knife, she released her Spiritual Power and created several snakes that slithered across the ground and pounced at the woman.

Her hopes of having her snakes attack this woman while she was distracted were dashed when the woman let go of her chain and jumped back. She moved her left hand in an S-pattern. Water appeared where the hand left like a trail through the air, then shot forward, extending like a whip as it sliced into the snakes. Lin clicked her teeth as she yanked the knife out of her shoulder. Blood poured from the wound, but she quickly slipped a hand into the pouch that Fay had given her and pulled out a Blood Clotting Pill.

The wary eyes of her opponent remained locked onto her as she popped the pill into her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. It tasted disgusting. However, she could already feel the itchy sensation of her blood clotting around the wound to stop the bleeding.

“Don’t expect the poison on your dagger to work on this princess,” Lin declared as she threw the knife away. “Lamia are quite resilient against almost all types of poison. Only something extremely potent would ever be able to hurt her.”

Lin enjoyed the way her opponent frowned. This woman was proving to be incredibly difficult to kill. She had never had to face such a powerful and stubborn enemy before. Even so, Fay and Kari were much stronger than this lady, so she was sure that she could win.

Deciding to use the incredible strength of her tail, Lin launched herself onto the ceiling, then used her tail again to shoot herself at the woman like a coiled spring being released. Her opponent was talented at evasion. She rolled along the floor, dodging the attack. But she had obviously never fought a Lamia before.

She forgot about Lin’s tail.

Lin’s tail was easily six meters long, which gave her an incredible reach. The woman’s forward roll had not taken her past Lin’s tail.

Thus, Lin coiled her tail around the woman’s legs, tightening her hold until the legs broke with a loud crack. As the woman released a shrill scream, Lin lifted her into the air and slammed her into the ceiling, then the floor, then the walls. The ceiling again. The floor once more. The walls. Over and over, Lin swung this woman into something, using all her strength. The floor collapsed, cracks spread across the ceiling, and the walls dented.

Letting go of her opponent, Lin watched as the woman fell to the floor. Her armor had long since shattered, her legs were crushed, and blood was leaking from her mouth. Nodding, Lin turned and began slithering away.

“Urk!”

She lurched forward as a sharp pain struck her in the back. Something had impaled her. She reached behind her and grabbed the handle, pulling the object out and throwing it to the floor. Craning her neck, she glanced at the object, the knife her opponent had been using, and looked at the woman. She was still alive. Her legs couldn’t support her, so she was holding herself up with her hands and knees. Her arm was still outstretched from its throwing position.

Lin gritted her teeth as she lashed out at the woman with her tail, smacking her so hard in the face that her neck broke with a resounding crack. Her enemy’s body slumped to the ground. It twitched several times as a dark stain spread from underneath her crotch. It seemed that with all of her muscles relaxing all at once, her bladder had relaxed as well.

After waiting for another moment to make sure the woman was dead, Lin turned back around, popped another disgusting-tasting alchemy pill into her mouth, and slithered off to help Fay.
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Fay circulated Spiritual Power through her body and managed to lean back just enough to avoid having her face sliced open. However, just avoiding this one attack didn’t mean she was out of danger. Her opponent had already closed the distance between them and was attacking again.

Despite the lightning locking her body up, Fay was able to counter it by forcing her Spiritual Power to flow through her body. Even so, her body still responded sluggishly. She blocked a knife slash but stumbled back. An attack from her other side scraped against her Spiritual Aura. It didn’t penetrate, but she still flinched.

I’m done for if this keeps up…

This woman was talented. If Fay had to rank her against the Spiritualists she knew, this woman was probably around the same level of strength as Hellen Brynhild. However, where the Nevarian Spiritualist captain was a straightforward fighter who relied on healing her body to keep fighting, this woman used trickery. She masked her attacks by hiding her weapons behind her cloak. While her opponent was distracted dealing with one dirk, she would attack with the other from a different angle. It was hard to avoid an attack she couldn’t see until it was practically shoved into her face.

Fay did her best despite this, backpedaling to gain distance as she moved her arms to block each attack with her gauntlets. Sparks flew. Steel clashed. This woman might be talented and precise, but her attacks lacked the power of Eryk’s and Kari’s strikes. They were all speed and little strength. Fay kept her eyes peeled for even the slightest glimmer of steel to help her avoid the attacks that much faster.

I can’t stay on the defensive like this…

If she wanted to win, then she would have to go on the offensive, but that was hard to do when this woman kept attacking her. The only way she would be able to defeat this woman was if she got rid of those dirks, or…

If I became faster than her.

Fay knew of one method she could use to increase her speed now that her ability to use the Flash Step had been locked again. It seemed this woman was constantly emitting trace amounts of lightning from her feet. Even now, she could see the tiny arcs of yellow light skittering from the woman’s feet and across the stone floor. Like Finn’s ability, the way she shuffled her feet along the stone seemed to be how she generated the technique.

Taking a deep breath, Fay continued to fend off this woman’s attacks. A horizontal slash was avoided by leaping backward. The woman attacked with a diagonal slash that she blocked with her left gauntlet, and then Fay moved her right gauntlet to knock her opponent’s surprise attack, a thrust to her chest, away. As she continued avoiding and blocking strikes, Fay took her Spiritual Aura into herself.

This woman had already reached the Second State of Spiritualism, obvious from how her Spiritual Aura had long since vanished. She knew what Fay was trying to do. Her eyes widened as she attacked more quickly, but Fay backed away and avoided the now haphazard slashes and strikes. The Spiritual Aura surrounding her body soon vanished as it was sucked inside of her.

Fay received a shock as her body suddenly became stronger. It was hard to describe with words, but she could feel her muscles working better, more efficiently, and she could even sense their increased strength and density. This feeling was unlike anything she had experienced before. Now she understood why the Second State of Spiritualism was considered so powerful despite offering less protective Spiritual Techniques.

With her body enhanced by her Spiritual Power, she was able to move despite the woman’s surprise attack locking up her muscles. She blocked an incoming strike. This time, she didn’t just block it, though, but knocked the dirk out of the woman’s hand with her superior strength.

Her opponent stumbled but still tried to attack from Fay’s blind spot with her second weapon. But Fay spun around and smacked the other dirk away. Completing her rotation, she tucked her left hand into her torso, rotated the fist, then thrust it out. Her attack slammed into the woman’s chest. Fire exploded from her fist, shattered her enemy’s skimpy armor, and burned a hole clean through her chest. The woman flew back. She hit the ground once, bounced, then lay still.

“Haaaah… haaaah… haaaah…”

Fay breathed heavily as she stood there with her fist outstretched. Her shoulders heaved as she warily watched the woman, waiting to see if she would get up. She didn’t.

The woman was obviously dead.

This was… the first time I killed someone.

Fay closed her eyes and accepted that she had killed another person. She didn’t know this woman’s name, who she was, or what she had done with her life, but she had attacked Fay and her family. That was not something that she could just forgive.

“Oh. It looks like you’ve already defeated your enemy,” a voice suddenly said.

“Lin.” Fay opened her eyes and turned around as Lin slithered up to her. She glanced at the Lamia’s injured shoulder. “Are you okay?”

Lin wore a pained grimace, but she smiled wanly and said, “This princess is fine. Her enemy surprised her, but she managed to win regardless of that woman’s cheap tricks.”

Fay nodded in acceptance. Lin, unlike her, didn’t seem too bothered about having killed another sentient creature, but perhaps that was because she was a Lamia—no, Kari hadn’t been bothered when she killed Grant Leucht either.

Maybe I’m just too soft? she thought with a mirthless chuckle.

“We should go and meet up with Eryk and Kari,” Fay said at last.

“Yes. This princess is sure Darling is waiting for us,” Lin agreed.

They began moving off, leaving the two corpses behind, but just as they turned a corner, Lin suddenly had a thought that she couldn’t help but voice.

“By the way… do you know which way Darling and Big Sister went?” she asked.

“Uh…”

To that, Fay had no answer.


Chapter 15

Confrontation




“HYAAAAAAAA!”

Geirolf slammed his gauntlets into the face of a Dire Wolf. His bones jarred from the force of his punch, but he yelled in defiance and unleashed a powerful explosion of wind that tore the creature’s face off and sent it flying away. It struck the ground, rolled, and came to a stop after crashing into a wall.

Breathing heavily, Geirolf wiped the sweat from his face and tried to regain control over his pounding heart. He couldn’t tell how long he’d been fighting for. All he knew was his body felt sluggish, his arms felt like they were weighed down by lead, and his mind seemed as if it would collapse at the slightest provocation.

He was tired.

Observing his surroundings, Geirolf spotted Mykkel and Earland close by. They had been in a triangle formation with him, protecting the north entrance to the Colosseum from any Demon Beasts that tried getting close. Both of them were just as tired. They weren’t even using their Spiritual Auras anymore because they cost Spiritual Power to maintain.

Geirolf concluded that he and his brothers were fortunate. They had only fought against small fry so far. Anything more powerful than a Dire Wolf would have made short work of them by now.

“This is getting ridiculous,” Geirolf groaned. “My arms feel like they’re gonna fall off.”

“Haaah… we should consider ourselves lucky Mother ordered us to remain behind,” Mykkel said. “Had we gone to the front as you suggested we do, I’m sure we’d be dead already.”

Grimacing as his case of hubris was brought to light, Geirolf tried to hide his embarrassment behind a scowl. “W-whatever! I still want to prove myself! I know that if I was given a chance, I could be just as good as that man!”

“That man?” Mykkel tilted his head as his eyes glazed over, but then they cleared up. “Ah. You mean Eryk.”

“That damn bastard!” Geirolf scowled. “He’s making me look bad!”

While Mykkel let loose a helpless laugh, Earland sighed as he hefted his sword of unusual length over his shoulder. It was slightly wider than the average broadsword. The handle was also a little longer, making it possible to wield with one hand or two.

Another pack of Dire Wolves appeared from around a tall building and charged toward the Colosseum, but they were intercepted by another group. Geirolf and his brothers weren’t the only ones fighting. There were hundreds of Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards around them, but they were the only ones not engaged in combat at the moment.

“I doubt Eryk cares one way or the other,” Earland said in a solemn voice.

Geirolf growled again. “Damn that man! Who the hell does he think he is?! I’LL SHOW HIM!!”

With little thought to his own safety, Geirolf charged at a pack of incoming Dire Wolves, a ferocious battle cry escaping his mouth. Earland and Mykkel released weary sighs as they readied themselves and chased after their youngest brother.
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We were forced to take a convoluted route to avoid the battle between Lin, Fay, and their two opponents, but Kari and I eventually discovered where the Leucht Family was hiding.

The area where we were standing was a T-junction. Nothing about it seemed odd. The stone floor looked the same, the worn bricks looked the same, and the vaulted ceiling looked just like every other vaulted ceiling we had come across during our wandering. But this place was not the same. Just beyond this wall were several Spiritual Signatures. Two of them were quite powerful, but the rest were weak.

“It looks like there is a secret passage somewhere around here,” Kari theorized when I told her about what I had sensed. “I wonder how you open it?”

“I don’t think it matters. I don’t plan on taking the time to search for a secret switch or anything.”

“Huh?”

I walked past the confused Kari as she tilted her head, stepped in front of the wall, took a deep, even breath, and held it. After I slid my feet apart, I exhaled and slammed my fist into the wall. There was no Spiritual Power used in this punch. It was just pure brute strength. However, the result was that all the bricks shattered and exploded into the room beyond.

“Well, that is one way to make an entrance.” Kari nodded at the large hole my punch had made in the wall.

“I don’t think we have time to do things normally,” I said. “Come on. Let’s rescue Dyr.”

“I’m right behind you.”

I stepped into the room with Kari behind me and looked around. A quick observation revealed a large room that was empty save for the people inside and the glowing rune array carved into the ground. There were at least thirty individuals. However, only three of them were important: the old man, the cloaked figure kneeling by the circle, and Dyr, who lay unmoving inside of the rune array.

“Eryk Veiger and Kari Astralia. I had a feeling that if anyone was going to disrupt my plans, it would be you two,” the old man said. It was hard for me to judge his age. His hair was mostly black, but it had streaks of gray in it. He had wrinkles, but they were just enough to make him seem refined instead of old. The dark pants covering his legs were barely visible beneath his obsidian greaves. Two large gauntlets made of overlapping segments clacked together whenever he moved his arms. Large pauldrons and a thick chestplate protected his chest, stomach, and shoulders, but the way he carried himself made it seem as if he didn’t need any of these articles to protect him. His back was straight, and his gaze was filled with hatred.

“Thanks for the compliment,” I said with a frown. “Are you Hagen Leucht?”

“That is correct.” Hagen reached behind his back, fingers grasping a long handle, which he tugged on to reveal that his weapon of choice was a warhammer. “Since you have come this far, it means I must stop you here at all costs. I will be your opponent today.”

“Kari,” I said as I clenched my hands into fists. “That cloaked man kneeling by the rune array is a powerful darkness user. Light is darkness’s eternal opposite. It holds both a strong advantage and disadvantage. I want you to fight him. If you defeat him, you can interrupt the ritual.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”

Hagen slammed his warhammer against the ground, and the thirty strong Spiritualists of the Leucht Family sprang forward and attacked us. Kari and I tried to use the Flash Step to escape, but neither of us could activate the technique. A quick glance revealed the reason. Several Spiritualists had hung back and begun shuffling along the ground. With my own lightning element, I could feel the lightning skittering around the soles of my feet like static electricity.

I clicked my tongue and took a step forward as Kari twirled her ranseur around her body. The first group of Spiritualists was upon us. One attacked me with a sword, but I channeled lightning through my arm and cut the sword apart. While he was gawking, I crushed his throat with a powerful punch. He fell onto his hands and knees as he choked and gasped for air. I didn’t bother paying any more attention to him. He would die soon anyway.

Holding out my hand, I fired four beams of white energy, a combination of lightning and water, that shot through the air and curved around. Each shot pierced the chest of a Spiritualist. It didn’t matter if their Spiritual Auras were activated or not. None of these people had the strength to defend themselves against me.

As I killed five of the thirty people present, Kari backpedaled and then thrust out her ranseur. Her attack impaled a man who used gauntlets to fight, though it might have been more accurate to say he impaled himself since he basically ran into her ranseur. With a quick tug, she pulled her spear from the man’s throat. By this point in time, two other people were attacking her from either side. One was dual-wielding scimitars while the other carried a spear.

“Hup!”

Kari couldn’t use the Flash Step right now, but her physical prowess was still impressive, which her two foes found out when she leaped into the air and onto the ceiling. For one second, it looked like she was defying gravity. Then the second passed and Kari used her inhuman leg strength to shove herself off the ceiling. Her fall took her straight toward the spear user, who was unable to get his spear up in time. As she spun around, she slashed his face and chest, gouging a large tear into his flesh. Blood sprayed from the wound like a fountain, splattering the floor. The man screamed as he fell back.

Turning quickly, Kari deflected the two scimitars that came at her by twirling her weapon around. She jumped over the corpse of her now fallen foe, landed on the ground, then twirled her ranseur again. She slashed the air in front of her, creating a bright golden light, and slashed the air again to form an X with the first slash. Spinning around, she then thrust her weapon forward, piercing the hovering X-pattern, which conformed to the shape of her ranseur’s blade and shot forward.

The person wielding the scimitars was a young woman. She stood no chance against the powerful attack Kari had launched. Her Spiritual Aura was completely overwhelmed, and her body scorched by the powerful light element.

While Kari killed another three Spiritualists, I killed five more—my targets being the lightning affinity Spiritualists who were disrupting our ability to use the Flash Step. All five died when I fired those beams at them. One pierced a person’s head, another his heart, a third her chest, a fourth his neck, and the last was another headshot. All five corpses fell to the floor.

“Kari!”

“I’m on it!”

With no lightning affinity Spiritualists to stop us, Kari and I activated the Flash Step and proceeded to decimate the rest of our foes. They didn’t stand a chance. Once all the remainders of the Leucht Family were killed, Kari went for Skygge, while I appeared in front of Hagen Leucht.

Clang!

Despite appearing before him without warning, Hagen was still able to raise his warhammer and use the handle as a guard to block my punch. Even so, his body was not as physically powerful as mine. He skidded across the ground for several meters. Even after coming to a stop, his arms were shaking from the attack.

“I can see now how you were able to defeat Torgny Leucht and my son.” Hagen grimaced. “You are indeed a powerful foe. But do not think that being powerful means anything! No matter how strong you might be, there will always be someone more powerful than you!”

“That might be so.” I raised my arms in a guard stance. “However, even if there is someone out there who has more power than me, you aren’t that person.”

I appeared before him again and attacked once more. My punch whizzed by his head when he dodged by a hair’s breadth, and before I could attack again, smoke drifted from his nose seconds before he opened his mouth. Shock coursed through me as fire poured from his mouth like a torrent. I gained some distance with the Flash Step, but I wasn’t fast enough to completely avoid getting injured. I looked at my singed hand, frowned, and then looked at Hagen.

“You’ve mastered the Third State of Spiritualism, haven’t you?” I asked.

Snorting out more smoke, Hagen’s lips peeled back in a feral grin that revealed the fire burning inside of his mouth. “Hmph. So you know about the Third State of Spiritualism, do you? I’m not surprised, considering you also appear to have reached the Third State of Spiritualism. That little brat Hilda thinks she’s the most powerful individual in Nevaria thanks to her Three Thousand Steps technique, but she has only scratched the surface of this state, whereas I… I have completely mastered it.”

I was almost tempted to correct Hagen on the subject. It was true that I had mastered the Third State of Spiritualism, but my ability to manipulate the elements without movement to direct Spiritual Power was an ability I had been born with, like Dyr’s ability to attract Demon Beasts. I could manipulate the elements because I was not human—or not fully human at least.

“So what if you have mastered the Third State of Spiritualism,” I mocked. “That’s just the beginning of a person’s cultivation. It only means you have a little more talent than most. That’s not something you should be proud about at your age, old man.”

“You’ve got quite the mouth on you, boy,” Hagen snarled. “I’ll enjoy shutting up that mouth of yours!”

Hagen swung his warhammer and fire exploded from it in a wave, rushing toward me like an impending disaster, but I held out my hand and channeled Spiritual Power through my body. Water coagulated in front of me. The tiny droplets appeared and combined to form a large barrier. The fire slammed into the barrier, steam billowed from our colliding elements with a hiss, but the wall of water held strong while the fire was put out.

More Spiritual Power surged through my body. The wall of water suddenly transformed into a dozen spears, which I willed to skewer Hagen. They shot forward like bolts from a crossbow. However, Hagen once more opened his mouth and met the spears of water with balls of fire. My water wall had already been weakened by his first attack, so the water evaporated this time, though they took the fireballs with them.

Rather than charging straight in, I used Spiritual Perception to follow Hagen, who I realized was charging toward me through a billowing white cloud. Hagen burst out of the steam seconds later. His body appeared to be composed of fire. He was nothing more than a human-shaped fireball whose flame was so hot sweat burst on my forehead and neck, which quickly evaporated as he charged closer.

I could have counteracted his power by transforming my body into water, but I didn’t. I covered my body with a layer of water, hardened it, created another layer, and hardened that layer too. Now protected by two layers of highly condensed water, I couldn’t feel the heat anymore. Hagen swung his hammer—which was also composed of fire now—as if hoping to smash my head in, but I struck the warhammer with my fist, knocking it back and making Hagen stagger. Before he could recover, I shot six icicle-like projectiles from my palm. They impaled Hagen. Six massive holes appeared in his body, though they closed up seconds later.

I clicked my tongue. “Tch. It’s been a while since I’ve had to fight someone who can enter the Third State of Spiritualism. I’d forgotten how annoying this was.”

The Third State of Spiritualism was almost like a lesser form of immortality. So long as a Spiritualist’s body was made up of an element, they couldn’t really die—well, sort of. That wasn’t quite true since if you destroyed the element composing their body, they would die, but very few people were capable of such a feat.

Sighing, I leapt backward and clapped my hands together. As if my hand clap signified the coming end, two giant walls of water suddenly appeared on either side of Hagen and slammed together—or they should have. The human-shaped fireball between them let out a massive roar and destroyed the water walls by evaporating them. I grimaced. This man wasn’t as talented at using the Third State of Spiritualism as Erica had been, but he was still annoying to deal with, nonetheless.

I was trying not to transform my body into an element. While it would allow me to easily defeat this man, I wanted to save my Spiritual Power in case Kari needed help.

Well, I guess I could simply overwhelm him.

Deciding to hold nothing back anymore, I raised my hands and poured my Spiritual Power out. A cage of lightning suddenly appeared around Hagen, who screamed as he slammed into it, and then bounced back. Before he could recover, I waved my other hand and sent a wave of water toward him, which slammed into both the cage and him. But the cage quickly melted away and mixed into the water, which was filled with contaminants that conducted electricity. The result was that the human-shaped fireball not only received the shock of his life, but the water quickly doused the flame.

I waited for the wave to subside, splashing against the other side of the room, and revealing that Hagen had transformed into his human form again. He must have changed at the last minute to avoid dying. His clothing was soaked, his shoulders heaved, he was covered in bruises, and his bloodshot eyes glared at me with hatred.

Raising my hand, I felt a slight drain on my reserves of Spiritual Power as I created a single spear made of water.

“You…!”

I waved my hand forward. The spear shot toward Hagen Leucht…

“Damn you—urk!”

…And impaled him through the chest. Hagen stopped talking as he looked down, staring at the water spear sticking out of his chest. Blood seeped from the wound, flowing around the spear, and he raised his hands to grab it as if he was going to pull it out. However, the water spear had stabbed him through the heart.

He looked back up at me, and then his arms went limp, his body fell backward, and he landed supine on the ground. I walked over to him and checked to see if he was really dead. His eyes were still open. They were glazed over. He also wasn’t breathing, and a pool of blood was expanding underneath his body.

“He is definitely dead,” I muttered. “Now it’s time to see if Kari needs my help.”

I turned around and looked toward the battle happening between Skygge and Kari.
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Kari used the Flash Step to appear in front of Skygge, still kneeling on the ground, and thrust her ranseur into his head. She released a surprised yelp when his body burst into shadows. Leaping back when a dangerous premonition made her skin crawl, she barely avoided the black spears that shot from the shadows on the floor and ceiling.

“Ke ke ke. So this little girl wants to play with me, does she? Ke ke ke. Very well. Let us play,” a voice echoed around her.

Keeping a wary eye on her surroundings, Kari tried to find where Skygge had hidden himself. But there was nothing around her. Eryk and Hagen were battling several meters away, and it looked like Hagen had turned into a giant fireball. The rune array that Dyr lay in was no longer active. She would have run over to the girl, but she didn’t know if Skygge would use that as a distraction to attack her, so she remained where she was.

Just then, the shadows underneath her suddenly turned into a set of jaws that tried to take a bite out of her. Kari didn’t have enough time to jump. She spun around and channeled Spiritual Power through her ranseur, which lit up with a golden glow, and cleaved through the jaws before they could swallow her. Following up, she impaled her still glowing ranseur into the ground. It pierced the floor like a knife through butter, but nothing else happened.

“Ke ke ke. I don’t need to be near my attacks to launch them, my dear. Ke ke ke. Still, that was an impressive display of the light element. I can see now why Eryk holds you in such high regard. With your current talent, you might eventually reach the Third State of Spiritualism if given time—you may even be able to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism. Too bad you have to die here. Ke ke ke ke.”

Kari bit her lip in frustration as she tried to find the man to no avail. It was obvious to her now that he was hiding in the shadows somewhere. Eryk had once explained the concept of Shadow Walking, a technique that allowed a darkness affinity Spiritualist to walk through shadows. While it was a truly powerful ability, there were some limitations to it.

What were they? Oh, yes! He can’t walk from one shadow to another if the shadows aren’t touching. Also, if there aren’t any shadows to walk through, then his ability doesn’t work—oh!

As she recalled the information that Eryk had given her on this ability, several large spikes suddenly shot from the ground and tried to impale her. Kari avoided them with liberal use of the Flash Step. She appeared and disappeared at will. Coming out of her latest Flash Step, she was about to move again, but something grabbed onto her ankle and prevented it. She looked down and found a hand made of shadows grabbing her.

“What the—?!”

“That movement technique of yours is annoying. Ke ke ke. Certainly, it makes you a troublesome opponent, but being able to move fast doesn’t mean much if I can accurately predict when and where you will appear.”

Did that mean he’d been observing how long it took her to use the Flash Step, and then somehow predicted where she would appear and trapped her? Or maybe he had lured her into this position with those stakes? Kari didn’t know, but she knew that she couldn’t let herself be captured for long or it would spell trouble.

Slicing through the hand with her ranseur, Kari slid backward across the floor. She wasn’t able to use the Flash Step because she didn’t have time to channel her Spiritual Power. However, she danced around the stakes that tried to impale her with simple footwork. Several near misses caused her skin to sting as blood welled up from cuts along her arms and legs. Even so, she kept moving, all the while trying to find some method to defeat this man.

I need to somehow force him to reveal himself. I need to bathe this entire room in so much light the shadows all vanish! But what techniques can I use?

Kari swung her still glowing ranseur, creating streaks of golden light. The stakes around her were severed and dispersed into dark miasma. As she continued moving, relying on pure instinct to dodge, she tried to think of a technique she could use to banish all the shadows from this room.

She only had four Spiritual Techniques: Flash Step, Divine Buster Cannon, Light Trident, and Light Cutter. None of those could—oh, wait. She did have the Light Sphere technique. It was a very basic Spiritual Light Technique that generated a sphere of light over her hand. The brightness could be adjusted by pumping more Spiritual Power into it, but…

It’s worth a shot!

Taking one hand off her ranseur, Kari gave herself fully to dodging as she spun her left hand around in circles. A sphere of light soon appeared above her hand. Taking a deep breath, Kari pumped as much Spiritual Power into this technique as she could.

The tiny ball soon exploded with light so bright even Kari had to close her eyes. A loud scream echoed around her as something hit the floor with a sharp thud. Using her ears instead of her eyes, Kari raced forward and thrust out her spear. There was some resistance as her spear tore through a body. It was followed by a pained grunt. When the light from her Spiritual Technique died down, she opened her eyes.

Her ranseur had impaled a cloaked figure to the floor. She could feel her weapon digging into his chest. Black blood oozed from around the wound, staining the cloak and expanding like parchment soaking up ink. Several wheezes emerged from the man’s mouth. He coughed, blood splattering to the floor.

“Ke ke… very good. You are quite talented at using Spiritual Light Techniques. Ke ke ke. Regardless, you have forgotten something very important in all this.”

“I’ve… forgotten something?” Kari frowned as she twisted the ranseur a bit more, causing Skygge to groan. “What have I forgotten?”

“Ke ke ke. That if you wanted to keep me from moving inside of the shadows, you should have kept your Light Sphere active even after stabbing me.”

At that moment, Skygge melted into the shadow at her feet. Her eyes widened as her danger senses screamed at her. She tried to use the Flash Step, but several hands sprang from the shadows and latched onto her. They quickly crawled up her body, wrapping around her thighs, her stomach, her breasts, and her arms. Then they wrapped around her neck and cut off her air supply.

Kari struggled as she tried to suck in a breath that wouldn’t come. Her body was begging her for oxygen, but all that emerged from her throat was a rasping sound as she failed to so much as gasp.

“Ke ke ke. I’m going to enjoy strangling you, my dear. You might not know this, but I’ve made it a habit of killing people this way and skinning their corpses. I’ve got quite the collection these days! Ke ke ke ke! Did you know that I was the one who killed everyone in the Alchemist Association over a hundred years ago? I still have the skin from those people hanging on my wall, and now, you’ll get to join them!”

Kari’s mouth hung open as she continued trying to breathe. Drool leaked from her lips and ran down her throat. Her muscles were spasming and growing weaker. Spots appeared in her vision. Everything was growing dark! She couldn’t… couldn’t…

“Kari!!”

At that moment, an intense burst of light suddenly appeared in her vision and blinded her. A loud, agonized scream echoed from beneath her, and then there was a strange gurgling sound. The hands that had been wrapped around her body disappeared barely a second later. She fell onto her knees, hacking, coughing, and sucking in grateful lungfuls of air.

“Kari, are you okay?!” Eryk knelt beside her and placed a hand on her back, rubbing it in soothing up and down motions.

“I’m… ack… I’m all right,” Kari coughed several more times before she managed to smile at him. “Thank you for the assistance.”

“You are welcome.”

“S-Skygge… where is he?”

“Over there.”

Eryk pointed at a corpse lying on the floor. There was a lot of blood gushing from the corpse’s neck, which she could only assume was because the body was now missing a head. She frowned and wondered where the head had gone, but then she spotted it, now without its cloak, and nearly shrieked.

“What is that thing?!”

The head didn’t look remotely human. Greenish skin that was covered in unhealthy splotches like sunspots, no nose but two flat nostrils in their place, sharp teeth that were pointed like Demon Beast fangs, and blood-red eyes surrounded by black rings, the thing before her was absolutely hideous.

“That… is trouble,” Eryk said at last, his voice strange. It sounded strained. She glanced at him and saw that his lips were drawn into a flat line as he stared at the head. With a sigh, he shook his head. “Anyway, now isn’t the time to talk about this. Dyr. We need to help her.”

“Right…”

Kari knew that right now wasn’t the best time, but she promised herself that she would ask him about his reaction to this creature calling himself Skygge later.

Eryk grabbed her hand and helped Kari to her feet. The two of them then made their way over to Dyr, who hadn’t moved at all since they arrived. As they reached the woman, Kari couldn’t stop from letting out a gasp as she saw Dyr, completely bereft of her clothes, eyes wide open, and expression slack-jawed as she stared at nothing.

She wasn’t breathing.

“Eryk…”

Kari glanced at Eryk to see the complicated mixture of emotions on his face. His features were twisted in a combination of resignation, guilt, and self-loathing. However, just as quickly as those emotions showed on his face, they disappeared. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“Let’s… let’s take her with us,” he said at last. “The least we can do is give her a proper burial.”

“Yes,” Kari quietly agreed. What else could she do?

Eryk took off his jacket and used it to cover Dyr’s modesty, then slid one hand underneath her knees and the other around her shoulders. He lifted her into his arms. Her legs and one of her arms dangled limply from his grasp and her head lolled several times before falling onto his chest, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Let’s go,” he said in a quiet, pained voice.

Kari did not say anything. She followed Eryk as he walked through the crumbling entrance they had arrived from.


Chapter 16

Aftermath




Despite the exhaustion spreading through her body, Hilda sat on her throne in the Imperial Royal Palace’s receiving hall. Her three husbands were with her. They would normally stand at attention below the elevated platform upon which her throne sat, but for this day, they were standing right behind her. All of them were still decked in their armor. Dents and scratches covered the metal surfaces, and their bodies were filthy, dirt and blood smeared all over them.

There was so much to do they hadn’t had a chance to bathe yet.

Hilda was also covered in blood, filth, and grime.

Down below were over two dozen people. Like her, most of them were covered in dirt, smudges, cuts, and their armor was bent, dented, and even broken in some cases. Some of them were dressed in either the steel armor of the Nevarian Spiritualists, or the gold of the Imperial Royal Guards. There were also several members of the various noble families present. They were easily distinguishable from the other two groups because they either wore unique armor or expensive clothing.

“The Northern Quadrant of Nevaria received the most damage by far,” Hellen Brynhild, kneeling before Hilda and the others, gave her report. “We haven’t been able to determine an exact estimate on the amount of damage done, but the Merchant’s District, the Peasant’s Quarters, and the Education District have all suffered an incredible amount of damage. Of course, the north gate has been completely destroyed and many of the buildings near it suffered worse than anywhere else.”

Hilda listened to Hellen speak. She already knew the damage would be extensive, but she didn’t know how bad it would be. That said, what Hellen told her was about what she had expected.

“What of civilian casualties?” asked Hilda. “How many of our people have we lost?”

Hellen didn’t answer at first, and when she did, her voice was halting and hesitant. “We are… not quite sure yet, Your Majesty. However, it looks like the civilian casualties are not as bad as they could have been. We currently have an estimate of around 15,000 dead and another 10,000 injured. The Northern Quadrant happens to be the most populace section of Nevaria due to that being where the Peasant’s Quarters and Merchant’s District are located. Considering that…”

“Yes, I understand.” Hilda waved her hand as the woman trailed off. “Thank you for your report.”

Hellen bowed her head once more, then stood up and stepped back in line with the other six members who had been summoned. Among the seven present, four were dressed in the silver of a Nevarian Spiritualist, while three wore the golden armor of the Imperial Royal Guard.

“Captain Sterk, I would have your report now.”

Captain Sterk stepped forward and knelt before her. She narrowed her eyes at how little damage he seemed to have taken. Everyone else was covered in bruises, blood, and grime, even her. He was also covered in them, but he was surprisingly pristine for a man who’d just fought against an army of nearly 100,000 Demon Beasts.

“As you have commanded, we have set up temporary shelters for the civilians who have lost their homes to the Demon Beast attacks. They are naught more than large tents, and it is a little cramped, but no one has complained as of yet. But I suspect some people will begin to complain once the shock of what happened wears off.”

“Hmm…” Hilda closed her eyes and thought hard. “I’d like you to take direct command of security among the civilians who have lost their homes and livelihood. Do what you can to keep the peace between them and settle any disputes that may arise.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

As Captain Sterk bowed, stood up, and stepped back into line, Hilda stared at the people who were standing beyond the line of Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards. Some were dressed in armor, others in silk garments befitting a noble, and a few were wearing the robes of the Alchemist Association. They were all people whom she had ordered here for a specific purpose.

“Alexander Eieran?” Hilda looked at one of those people in particular. “I would like to hear your thoughts on a matter. How much do you believe it will cost to repair Nevaria?”

The man who stepped forward was in his middle years. He had a head of blond hair that was slicked back and flecked with gray. A few stray bangs framed his handsome, aristocratic face. Unlike many of the people present, this man was not endowed with large muscles and a powerful physique. His somewhat thin frame was covered by a red doublet of the finest satin, a white undershirt with frills at the ends of his sleeves, black pants, and sturdy black boots.

“Your Majesty.” Alexander bowed his head. “While we have not been able to calculate a total estimate yet, I can state with certainty that conducting repairs on the destroyed Demon Beast gate, the north gate, and the buildings in Nevaria’s Northern Quadrant will come to no less than 23,000,000 valis.”

Hilda did not show a single expression on her face as she heard the massive number. Considering they had just withstood an invasion of Demon Beasts, this was indeed a lower number than her initial estimation.

But it still caused her skin to itch.

“For the moment, we shall use money from the national treasury to help pay for the rebuilding,” Hilda determined. “However, I am hoping that some among you will prove to be magnanimous and aid us during Nevaria’s most trying hour. Our people cannot afford to live in squalor. It is the duty and honor of the nobility to aid those who are less fortunate than themselves.”

“You need not worry about our Eieran Family, Your Majesty,” Alexander said with a smile. “Many buildings in the north actually belong to our family. If they have been destroyed due to unforeseen circumstances, such as a Demon Beast invasion, then it is our duty to see those buildings restored to their former glory. That is why our family will spare no expense in helping you rebuild.”

At the Eieran Family’s generous words, several other noble families came forth and offered their support as well. This included the Kriger Family, the Brann Family, the Vann Family, and the Valstine Family. While none of them could offer the same monetary amount as the Eieran Family, all of them agreed to provide whatever aid they could.

“The Drage Family will do all they can to help as well,” said a refined man with blond hair, blue eyes, and pristine armor. He looked younger than his actual age suggested.

“You have my thanks, Gudbrand Drage,” Hilda said with a smile, even though she wanted to grit her teeth. This man’s armor did not have a single scratch on it, proof that he had not aided Nevaria when the Demon Beasts attacked. Just what he’d been doing she did not know. However, it galled her that this man could stand there and pretend he was magnanimous when he’d done nothing to help.

“The Alchemist Association will also do everything it can to help Nevaria.” Feinrea Kuunis, Head of the Alchemist Association, stepped forward. She placed a hand on her chest and bowed at the waist. Her long red hair with its orange tint, hastily tied into a messy bun near the back, shifted forward. “We will provide monetary aid, of course, but we will also provide alchemy pills at no charge until this crisis has been averted.”

Those words caused a stirring amongst everyone present—even Gudbrand’s eyes widened. Even Hilda was surprised by the woman’s generosity, which must have shown on her face because Feinrea smiled and gave them all a helpless shrug, as if to say, “What else can I do?”

“I feel like not many people know this, or maybe they have forgotten, but the entirety of the Alchemist Association’s current success can be directly laid at the feet of Eryk Veiger.” Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, Feinrea continued. “The alchemy pills we’re refining were all recipes given to us by him. The deal with the Valstine Family only happened because he went and spoke with Stelys Valstine on our behalf.” She nodded at Stelys standing several meters away. “At present, Eryk Veiger is our greatest benefactor, and, as of this afternoon, he is the fiancé of Kari Astralia. You are now the family of our benefactor. Given that, I believe it is only natural that I and the Alchemist Association lend you whatever help we can.”

The woman stepped back after speaking. Hilda glanced at the people standing in the reception hall, nobles and Spiritualists, people of great power. Many of them had undoubtedly witnessed the power of Eryk during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but she wondered how many of them had known that Eryk was directly responsible for the Alchemist Association’s current rise to power.

“Speaking of Eryk Veiger.” The old man who was the secret power behind the Kriger Family stepped forward. “I was most intrigued by that young man and his power. He was impressively able to slaughter almost 30,000 Demon Beasts on his own. Such incredible power can be quite dangerous if used incorrectly.”

Hilda narrowed her eyes. “I hope you are not implying that the man I have chosen to marry my daughter would incorrectly use his power, Grimm.”

Grimm Kriger waved his hand in a warding gesture, his smile amiable despite her cold tone. “That is not what I am saying at all. I am merely expressing my shock and awe at his prowess on the battlefield and my hope that he will continue to do his best for Nevaria.”

“Is that so? If that is your concern, then you can rest assured that Eryk Veiger only has Nevaria’s best interest at heart. After all, it was thanks to his efforts that the Demon Beast Invasion was stopped,” Hilda announced.

“What do you mean?” asked Stelys, speaking out of turn. But since this man’s daughter was marrying Eryk alongside her daughter, Hilda didn’t mind.

“We learned that the reason the Demon Beasts invaded Nevaria is because of a woman called Dyr, who had a strange power to attract Demon Beasts to her,” Hilda revealed. “She had been enslaved by the Leucht Family, who forcibly activated her powers using some kind of ritual. Eryk, my daughter, Fay, and Lin traveled into the sewers where the Leucht Family was hiding and stopped the ritual. Eryk personally slew Hagen Leucht in single combat.”

More mutters broke out, but this time, quite a few people looked pale. Even Alexander Eieran and Gudbrand Drage appeared shocked by this news. Grimm Kriger frowned upon hearing what had happened, but Catherina, the current head of the Kriger Family, nodded several times as if everything suddenly made a lot more sense.

“My daughter mentioned something about that to me,” Catherina confessed. “She said that during her expedition with Eryk and Lady Kari, a man in a cloak performed a ritual that attracted tens of thousands of Demon Beasts to them. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but I guess what she said was true.”

“It was,” Hilda confirmed.

“And what happened to this girl?” asked Alexander.

Hilda resisted the urge to close her eyes. “She is dead. While Eryk was able to stop the ritual, he was not able to save her. Given her powers and how easily someone could abuse them… perhaps that is for the best.”

Cruel though it was, Hilda had to think of all the people living in Nevaria. Dyr’s abilities were dangerous. Her powers had attracted what was estimated to be 150,000 Demon Beasts, including the B-Rank Silverbacks, and even a couple of A-Rank Greater Tarantellias. They were very lucky that Nevaria had not suffered even more damage.

“At present, Nevaria has survived a serious threat unlike anything it’s had to face within the last several hundred years,” Hilda said in a powerful voice that echoed across the receiving hall. “Our city has been attacked, our people have been hurt, and we are the only ones who are capable of protecting and healing the wounds so many have suffered. During this time, we must join hands and combine our might for the good of Nevaria.”

“For the good of Nevaria!” several people cheered, echoing her sentiment and causing Hilda to smile just a bit. However, as the meeting wound to a close and the people began filing out of the room, the smile on her face withered. She slowly slumped against her throne as though all the bones and muscles in her body had disappeared.

“Are you okay, Hilda?” asked Dante. “I know you wanted to have a meeting immediately after we pushed the Demon Beasts back, but I think you might have overdone it.”

“It cannot be helped,” Hilda said with a worn-out smile. “I needed to obtain a firm grasp of the situation and hand out orders to make sure everyone knows what they need to be doing right now. We cannot afford to stand idly by while our people suffer.”

“I suppose not,” Dante agreed.

“Still,” Rainer began with a pensive frown, “I believe we’ve just put Eryk in a very unenviable position. He was already becoming famous thanks to his exploits, but now everyone is aware of just how powerful and influential he really is. There are going to be many people who want to use him for their own purposes.”

“I do not believe we need to worry about that,” Valence said.

Dante and Rainer turned to the stone-faced man, but he offered no more words than that. Valence was a man of very few words to begin with. He never spoke more than he deemed necessary, and when he did speak, it was with a gravity that forced those around him to listen.

“Valence is right.” Hilda smiled. “Eryk will be fine. After all, he has three wonderful women supporting him.”
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I hadn’t known there was a garden located behind the west wing of the Imperial Royal Palace. Thinking back on my time here, I realized that I had never really explored this place before. Even back when I returned here in my previous life, I couldn’t explore the palace, since it had been decimated by Demon Beasts.

As this thought entered my mind, I closed my eyes, ignoring the flashes of my previous life that flitted through my mind. Such thoughts weren’t beneficial to me right now.

Opening my eyes again, I found myself staring at the small mound of upturned dirt. It was about 1.5 meters long and fifty centimeters across. A stone plaque sat atop the mound, shaped into a square that was just a dozen centimeters wide, with words etched into it: Dyr, A girl whose upbeat personality will be forever missed. I had carved those words into this stone myself using the water element. It wasn’t much of a tombstone, but it was the best I could do on such short notice.

I wasn’t alone. Lin, Kari, and Fay stood beside me. I could tell they were worried. Just like how I had yet to take my eyes off the grave, they had yet to take their eyes off me, which I could feel almost burning into my back with concern. To be honest, I was grateful. If these three weren’t here, I wasn’t sure I would deal with this.

“I didn’t know her for very long,” I finally spoke. “We had only met by chance and only saw each other that one time, but I really wish I could have saved her.”

“Eryk…” Kari reached out and grabbed my hand. Her soft, delicate fingers laced through mine and squeezed tightly.

“I keep thinking about all the things I could have done to prevent this,” I continued. “Had I just charged into the Leucht Family’s mansion and wiped the lot of them out when I first discovered what was happening, I could have saved her. Not only her. If I’d just been more decisive at the beginning and attacked them before they could do anything, all those people who died today would still be alive.”

“You can’t think like that.” Fay suddenly grabbed my other hand with both of hers, shooting me an imploring gaze as if begging me not to feel this way. “Even if you had attacked the Leucht Family after learning about their connection to Dyr, that wouldn’t have solved the issue. I’m sure it would have just made more problems.”

“Fay is right,” Kari said. “Had you attacked them, the Leucht Family would have hidden Dyr away and claimed you assaulted their mansion in an unprovoked attack. If that happened, not even your current fame, status, and my mother’s authority would have been enough to save you. They would have turned you into an enemy of the state and had you hanged or beheaded.”

“I know that… I know that, but I…”

I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth as visions appeared in my mind. Buildings destroyed. Corpses littering the streets. Blood everywhere. The sight of what happened today filled my mind, and then it overlapped with the Demon Beast Invasion from my previous life.

It was true that a lot fewer people had died this time than last time. I understood that if I made a side-by-side comparison, what happened today could have been far worse, but even so, I still felt like I should have done something more.

As grief and guilt mixed within my mind, a pair of arms wrapped around my chest as a soft body pressed against my back. I recognized Lin easily enough. She had pressed her entire front against me and placed her head between my shoulder blades, her left ear pressed firmly to my back as though she wanted to hear my heartbeat.

“This princess believes you are being too hard on yourself. There is no way to know what will happen in the future. You made the best choice you could at the time based on the information you had. You could not have known what would happen. Even if you did, this princess is not sure you could have done anything. There are still laws to follow. Not even you can break the law, Darling.”

I closed my eyes and struggled against the knowledge that Lin was correct. I knew she was. I knew that. But I didn’t want to admit it.

After Kari and Kayli had died in my previous life, I had wandered the land seeking power. I learned all kinds of things, gained strength through bone-breaking training that would have killed other people, and acted as if I was above the law. The only line I had never crossed back then was cold-blooded murder. However, short of killing someone who hadn’t wronged me, I was more than willing to lie, cheat, and steal if it got me what I wanted.

Maybe that was also why I felt so horrible. In this new life, I had a chance to do things over again, a chance to make things right, a chance to redeem myself in my own eyes. I could recognize that I had been very close to becoming a monster worse than any Sekbeist. It was easy to see that in retrospect. Looking back on the choices I had made up to this point, including saving Lin and Fay, I could see that my reasons for acting hadn’t just been for Kari and Kayli’s sake. They were also for my own. I wanted to absolve myself of the guilt that had been tormenting me since I lost Kari and Kayli in my previous life.

The sun was beginning to set, making me realize we had stayed outside far longer than I intended. Fay and Lin let go of me and stepped back. But Kari tugged on my hand.

“Come on,” she said. “We’re all sweaty and covered in filth from today’s battle. Let’s clean up.”

I didn’t think about what those words meant as Kari led me back inside. We traveled into a hallway, took several turns, and ended up in front of Kari’s room. It wasn’t until all of us were inside and both Kari and Lin began stripping that I realized what was happening.

“Wait. I’m going in the bath too?” I asked.

“But of course,” Kari replied as if it was the most natural answer in the world. “During times of great heartache, taking a bath with the people you love can heal even the most damaged of souls. What’s more, all of us stink, so we’ll be killing two Demon Beasts with one Spiritual Technique.”

As she spoke, Kari was already stepping out of her ruined battle armor, which had dents and cracks from the battles we’d fought in. You never realize how harrowing some battles are until after the fight. Adrenaline pumped through the body and kept us from seeing how close to death we had come, allowing us to continue fighting without fear, but at the same time leaving us oblivious.

After removing her battle armor, Kari discarded her torn clothes, leaving herself in nothing but her breast bindings and a string thong, but even those eventually disappeared as she undid the strings and tore away the bindings. Now revealed in all her splendor, Kari’s full, round breasts were on display along with her hairless vagina. They were covered in dirt like the rest of her. However, I thought that even covered in grime, Kari still looked breathtaking.

Lin’s outfit was a little easier to remove. Unlike the others, she hadn’t been able to change into something more battle-worthy and still wore her dress, which was mostly in tatters. She discarded the dress by tearing it off. It was ruined beyond repair anyway.

Her dark skin gave her a tantalizing and exotic appearance not found anywhere in Nevaria. Beyond that, her modest breasts, capped with darker pink nipples, seemed somehow charming. Her hairless mound with the scales surrounding it and her snake tail just made her even more exotic. There was something about how her skin shifted into scales around her hips that was a major turn-on for me.

“Fay, aren’t you going to undress?” Kari suddenly asked, causing me to turn my head and look at Fay. The girl froze as my eyes landed on her. A full-body blush permeated her skin, turning it an incredible shade of pink.

“Uh…” Fay turned her head and covered herself despite being dressed in armor. “C-can you all give me a moment. I… can’t change in front of Eryk.”

Fay and I were already intimate, so it was kind of cute that she couldn’t get undressed in front of me. Had I not been so tired, I would have teased her about it.

“Hmm… in that case, I suppose Lin and I shall strip Eryk and get him into the bath,” Kari declared. “You can join us once you finish undressing.”

“Huh?”

The ineloquent sound produced by my mouth was about all I could muster. Kari and Lin came up to me and began removing my clothes. First, they undid all the straps and buttons, then removed my white overcoat. The belt and brown robes came next, followed by my red undershirt. Now in nothing but my boots and pants, Lin pushed me onto the bed, then she and Kari removed my boots, socks, and tugged the pants off my hips.

Fay had covered her face as I was being stripped, but I could see her peeking at me through the gaps in her fingers.

“Now...” Kari and Lin pulled me to my feet once I was good and naked, “let’s get in the bath.”

Kari had her own private bath, and while it wasn’t as large as the one I had been using, it was still big enough to easily fit three people and one Lamia. The bathing room was shaped like a long rectangle, while the bath was square. It was already filled with steaming water. I remembered hearing something about how the water supplied to the castle came from a room above that stored it and redirected that water through numerous pipes. I had to wonder about the efficiency of such a system.

I was guided to stand in the center of the pool, where both Kari and Lin began washing me. They used loofas and soap to wipe away the accumulation of dirt, grime, and blood. Their gentle touch soothed my heart and mind like nothing else could. My body relaxed under the tender ministrations of their loving hands as they cleaned my chest, back, shoulders, and arms.

The water was hot. Steam wafted from the surface. Unlike Midgard, which heated water using runes, the water for baths in the Imperial Royal Palace was heated by a log fire and then pumped into the bath through pipes embedded into the walls. Even now, steaming hot water was falling through the pipes and into the bath, while the water we stood in was draining through another pipe beneath our feet. I assumed it was so they could keep the water clean.

“Since you two are washing me, I think it’s only fair that I return the favor,” I said after they finished.

“You are right.” Kari smiled. “Eryk, would you please wash me off?”

“This princess will also gratefully accept your invitation,” Lin added.

I accepted a loofa from Kari and began washing her from the front, while Lin washed her back. The loofa in my hand traveled over her breasts. They jiggled a lot as I cleaned them. I also lifted her breasts and made sure to wipe the grime and sweat off her underboobs as well. Kari’s breathing had grown a little stiff. However, her erotic moan and the sight of her biting her lips, at this moment, wasn’t enough to get me aroused. I was too tired, emotionally and physically.

After cleaning everything, including her thighs and crotch, I changed my target to Lin, who closed her eyes and hummed pleasantly as I lathered her body in soap. Kari also helped. It was a little easier to wash off Lin. Since her breasts weren’t that big, she didn’t have to worry about underboob sweat as much. But there was an issue when I reached her crotch. Since the area below her vagina was all scales, cleaning her there was hard. I had to make extra sure to wipe away the dirt between her scales, which required more effort on my part.

“This is so nice,” Lin murmured as I scrubbed her scales. “This princess could really get used to this kind of treatment.”

“Don’t I always make sure to scrub your scales clean?” asked Kari.

“You do, and this princess is grateful, but it just feels better when Darling is the one cleaning her.”

Kari sighed. “I suppose I can understand the sentiment, though it is a little off-putting to hear you say that.”

“You two take baths together a lot?” I asked.

“We always bathe together,” Kari answered.

Lin nodded. “This princess takes baths with Big Sister and Fay all the time.”

“I see.”

That was something I hadn’t known, but now that I did, I guessed it made sense. Even in Midgard, there was a culture in which members of the same sex bathed together and formed strong bonds through an act called “skinship.” It was believed by many that nudity helped break down barriers and established closer relationships. I had been taken to more than a few bathhouses myself back when I was a member of the Explorers Guild.

Axel had loved bathhouses, though I believe he used them as an excuse to peep.

As Kari and I finished cleaning off Lin, Fay arrived in the bathing room. Like all of us, she was bereft of clothes, but unlike us, she seemed intent on covering her chest and crotch with her hands.

“Now that won’t do at all,” Kari muttered as she stepped out of the bath and grabbed Fay’s hands. “You can’t get clean if you’re too busy trying to hide your body.”

“B-but I—”

“What is there to be shy about now? You’ve taken plenty of baths with me and Lin before, and you’ve already had sex with Eryk. This is just the next logical step.”

Fay looked like she was still reluctant to partake in bathing with me, but it didn’t seem like she didn’t want to either. In any event, Kari pulled the girl into the bath with us and pushed her over to me. The redhead stumbled and released a squawk as she fell into my chest. She glanced up, her cheeks and ears burning as she jerked away from me.

“I-I’m sorry!” she apologized, covering her breasts and crotch with her hands as she backed away.

“Fay, do you mind if I wash you?” I held up the loofa I had been using to wash Kari and Lin.

Fay’s eyes widened at my question. She looked down, rubbing her thighs together as she nodded slowly.

With her permission, I began cleaning her body, starting with her hair and working my way down. I cleaned behind her ears, around her neck and shoulders, and then reached her breasts. Fay bit her lip to stifle a soft moan as I began cleaning off her chest, starting near the top and working my way across her inverted nipples before, like I had done with Kari, I cleaned her underboobs. Her breasts weren’t as big as Kari’s, but they were still impressive. Being inverted also made her nipples more attractive to me. Something about how they were hidden made me want to coax them out.

I wasn’t the only one who began cleaning Fay either. It seemed these three routinely washed each other. Kari and Lin came up with loofas in hand and began helping me, washing off the redhead’s back, arms, and even her fingers.

“P-please don’t look at me down there,” Fay muttered in embarrassment as I finished cleaning off her toned stomach and reached her legs. While Kari was completely smooth, Fay had a trimmed patch of red hair just above her plump lips.

“Why not?” I asked. “Are you embarrassed?”

“O-of course, I’m embarrassed.” I was sure that if Kari and Lin hadn’t grabbed her arms to wash them, Fay would have buried her hands in her face. “You can see… everything.”

“I’ll try to be quick,” I assured her, taking the loofa to her outer thigh and scrubbing. “However, you really have nothing to worry about. Everything about you is beautiful.”

My words only seemed to make Fay more embarrassed. Her entire body was red, though maybe she was getting hot from being in the bath.

Once the three of us finished cleaning Fay, we dried ourselves off and stepped into Kari’s room. I didn’t have anything to wear, so after Kari had donned a white nightgown, she opened the door leading into the hallway. A servant was standing nearby.

“Could you please fetch Eryk a pair of pants?”

“Right away, Mistress Kari.”

As the woman rushed off, Kari shut the door and turned back around.

During the time she had been talking, Fay had quickly dressed herself in simple red pants and a long-sleeved shirt of the same color, though the satin outfit failed to match the vibrancy of her hair. Lin, who couldn’t wear pants, put on one of Kari’s nightgowns. It was sheerer than the one her “Big Sister” was wearing, allowing me to see her nipples through the fabric. A pair of pants soon arrived for me when the servant returned. It was just pants, though. I glanced at Kari.

“Why didn’t you also ask them to bring me a shirt?”

Kari smiled as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. “Because I like feeling your skin against mine.”

The way she so shamelessly admitted her reason for not having her servant get me a shirt made me smile.

With all of us dressed, we were directed to climb into Kari’s bed by the girl herself, which fortunately was large enough to fit all of us—even if one of us had a six-meter-long snake tail. I was basically forced into the center of the group. Kari took my left, Fay my right, and Lin made herself at home on top of me as her snake tail curled around our legs.

I think all of us were exhausted. Lin and Fay fell asleep almost the moment they became comfortable. Kari also looked ready to pass out. Her eyes were drooping as she rested her head on my shoulder, but she was barely holding onto consciousness.

“Do you feel a little better?” she asked.

“I do,” I admitted softly. “Thanks to you three.”

Kari gave me a loving smile. “I’m glad. I hate it when you’re wallowing in guilt. You’ve always… always been like that. You did that before too… back then… that’s why, if I can, this time… this time for sure, I’ll help relieve your burdens… I’ll do a better job than last time…”

“Last time?”

Something about the way Kari said that made it seem like she was talking about an event in the past, but I remembered no such thing happening in this life. In my previous life, it was true that I had often let guilt consume me. When Hreidmar didn’t come with us, I had blamed myself for not realizing what was happening sooner. When we discovered that Vesperia had been destroyed, I felt guilt over not being there to protect it. When Kari and Kayli were killed, the rage and self-loathing I felt at that time had nearly consumed me.

However, that was in my previous life, not this new one. Nothing had happened in this life yet aside from the Demon Beast Invasion.

Could it be…? No. No. That was wishful thinking. There was no way Kari could have remembered our past life. Perhaps she’d had another dream recently, though she only seemed to have those when she and I had sex. Either way, she was probably mixing up dreams with reality. I nodded once as I came to this conclusion.

Sighing as my thoughts began floating away, I closed my eyes and slowly sank into a deep slumber.

To be Continued…


Thank you for reading!




Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 8!

I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review to help other potential readers make a decision on whether to read this story or not. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach many readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

Join my mailing list!

Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime kiddies.

My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.


Afterword




Don’t you love it when a book is extra THICC?

Hello, everyone! It’s Brandon here. We’re now at the end of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 8. This was the largest book of the series by far at 91,000 words. And now I’m curious to know: Did you enjoy it? If you did, I would be honored if you could leave a review. Books without reviews do not survive long in this tumultuous industry, and authors will soon find themselves fading into obscurity along with their work—which makes it hard for them to feed themselves and pay artists and editors to create their next book. So, if you enjoyed this volume, please write a review.

Okay! Now that that’s out of the way, I can talk about the book itself.

Volume 8 is the end of Act II. A lot happened during this volume. The Demon Beast Invasion happened several years early as a direct result of Eryk’s interference in this timeline, and I’ve left several more important hints about how the past and present timelines are connected. Have you found some of them, I wonder? Anyway, Eryk managed to save the day, but he still kinda lost in some ways.

I’m talking about Dyr, of course.

Eryk was unable to save Dyr. One of the things I want to talk about is how Eryk might be overwhelmingly powerful, but he is not perfect. He doesn’t have all the right answers. He doesn’t always know what to do. He sometimes makes stupid mistakes. Being powerful doesn’t mean he can solve all his problems. There are some problems that can’t be solved with brute force.

It’s always been interesting to me how, as a reader, I’ll see the solution to a problem that feels like it should be obvious, but I always forget that’s because I’m on the outside looking in. When confronted with a problem, humans tend to narrow their focus on just the problem. They get tunnel vision. This makes it hard for us to see answers that would be obvious if we just took a step back.

Eryk tends to suffer that same kind of pesky problem we humans have to hyper focus only on the problem and leaving ourselves unable to find a solution. Dyr’s death is, in many ways, a direct result of Eryk’s human nature.

And yes, I know Eryk isn’t actually human. It’s an euphemism. Work with me here!

Anyway, I have some last minute thank yous to give before I go.

First, I want to thank my patrons. We’ve almost reached my goal of $5,000 a month, which means I’ll be able to pay more artists, editors, and proofreaders to create more books—plus I can afford my artist for the American Kitsune comic/manga. I think we’re like $700 short of the ultimate goal. However, this is huge. Without my patrons, many of my projects would be for naught.

I also want to thank my artist, Mykel Ferguson, for continuing to stick with me. I love her art. Love, love, love it. She draws amazingly sexy characters. I’m planning to have her work on another character design soon since the next member of Eryk’s harem will be introduced in Act III. Sadly, I won’t be telling you who they are because spoilers.

My editor and proofreader are two more people I must thank. Crystal and Abby have been doing the editing and proofreading respectively, and while no manuscript will ever be perfect, they make it far better than I could without their help. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for making my writing not suck.

Last but most certainly not least, I want to thank my readers. You are the backbone of all this. None of this would be possible without your support. Without you, I would just be some dude probably living in his mother’s basement. I can write these books only because of your support. Arigato gozaimashita for buying, reading, and reviewing my books.

I look forward to seeing you all in the beginning of Act III!

~Brandon Varnell


Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to and subscribe today!
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Hey, did you know?

Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

2. Free ebooks!

3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

4. His undying love!

Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell


Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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