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            Waking up to Lin

          

        

      

    

    
      The beast that Erica had procured for us was called a Qilin, a hooved chimerical creature. It possessed slightly dragon-like features—most notably its head, thick eyelashes, the mane which always flowed upward, and the long beard that trailed down its face. The features were of the orient variety. Its body was covered in scales and shaped like a deer with cloven hooves and antlers jutting from its head. My Qilin’s scales were a bright golden color, but the ones I was flying alongside came in a variety of colors.

      Erica was the one leading our group. With us were Tungsten, the leader of the Paladin Sect, currently ranked as the strongest Spiritualist in the Northern Plains, Dagan Fause of the Healer’s Sect, and ten other people who came from either the Paladin’s Sect, the Battling Valkyries, or the Healer’s Sect. It was a fairly large squadron of people.

      I was shocked that Erica had managed to procure so many Qilins for us.

      The Tamers Sect must have been worked overtime to get all these prepared.

      Up ahead, floating several kilometers above the sea, was our destination—an island floating in the sky. While it appeared indistinct at first, the closer we got, the more I saw. The island was… massive. That was the only word I could have used to describe it. This island looked like it was about a third the size of Midgard. Sitting atop this giant floating island was a city, or maybe an intricate palace that spanned the entire surface. I couldn’t rightly tell.

      None of us spoke as we gripped our Qilins and made for the floating island. The roaring wind was our only companion. It whistled in our ears and buffeted our hair. Erica’s long, raven locks were billowing out behind her as she leaned forward slightly, as though trying to coax more speed from the beast she rode.

      We were soon flying over this floating city in the sky, which I realized now that we were so close really was a city. All the buildings were magnificent structures, though they also looked quite ancient. They had a similar aesthetic to the Dweorg-built ruins, so I at first assumed this was something built by them, but then I realized the designs themselves were different, smaller, and not as ostentatious. There was something austere about them. The simple elegance was a far cry from anything made by Dweorg hands.

      Also, the Dweorg preferred building their homes into mountains.

      This one was on a floating island.

      Our group was not alone. Several Sekbeists standing on the buildings spotted us. They were not the usual Grunts. Every one of them was an Elite. I could not hear what they were saying as they barked out orders to their fellow Sekbeists, but I soon found out what they were planning when several massive creatures appeared on the horizon.

      “DRAGONS!” Tungsten shouted, modulating his voice with Spiritual Power to be heard over the howling winds.

      “EVERYONE!” Erica similarly shouted. “WE’RE GOING INTO THE CITY! FOLLOW ME!”

      We descended into the city quickly, thinking that might stop the Dragons from attacking, but it didn’t. The beasts roared as they came closer and began shooting everything from fireballs to wind spheres at us. We yanked on our reigns and forced our Qilins to swerve around the attacks. While we managed to avoid being hit, several of the buildings beneath us were not so lucky, and they exploded with incredible force.

      Dragons were large and serpentine creatures with massive wings, four legs that rippled with powerful muscles, and long necks. Horns ran along their sides and their massive feet contained wicked claws that could easily rend flesh from bone. Each one had scales of a particular color. One of those Dragons passed over us. Its powerful body was covered in corded muscles and glistening green scales. Long horns sat on either side of its head and sloped backward. I followed the body of this gigantic creature all the way to its long tail, which must have made up at least half the length of this legendary beast.

      It looked like there were only three Dragons in total. Two of them were Fire Dragons, evident by their burning red scales, but the other was a Wind Dragon. That was the green-scaled one that had just passed us. As we made our way further down into the city, the Dragon turned around and followed us. Its jaws opened wide and it spat another bullet of wind in our direction.

      “DODGE!” Erica screamed.

      All of us did our best to dodge the attack, but one young man was not so lucky. He couldn’t get his frightened Qilin to swerve away in time. I flinched when the bullet struck his body, tearing him into bloody chunks that rained onto the buildings below.

      Damn it!

      Gnashing my teeth together, I realized we’d never make it if we didn’t do something, and I, fortunately, was not alone in thinking this. Erica quickly descended onto a building several meters below.

      There was an Elite present. He had a chalky green body, bloody eyes, and a streamlined but massive frame that towered over Erica. This particular Elite was decked out in dark armor, which glowed with runes I recognized as Dweorg-made. With a grin, he slammed his hand into the ground and several shadows ruptured from the building and tried to skewer Erica.

      Erica’s eyes were narrowed fiercely as her Spiritual Power soared, activating the runes on her armor, which created a powerful barrier of fire. The shadows crashed against the fire and dissolved. The Elite seemed shocked, but that didn’t stop him from trying to attack again. I could sense the power surging through his body.

      Erica was not having any of that.

      She reached behind her and grabbed the massive claymore that was her signature weapon. More runes glowed on the weapon as she landed on the ground and dashed forward, closing the distance between her and the Elite in less time than it took to blink. With a swing of her sword, Erica unleashed a massive crescent of fire, which sliced into the Elite, severing him in two. His torso flew through the air and disappeared between the buildings. His legs, meanwhile, tottered a bit before falling forward. The frayed edges of his flesh had been cauterized by Erica’s flames.

      The other members of the Battling Valkyries landed on the roof with her. They were soon joined by Dagan and members of his Healers Sect, who possessed no combat capability and therefore needed protection. Meanwhile, Tungsten had taken his group and they were harassing the Dragons, distracting them as best they could.

      I frowned as I wondered what I should do, but then I saw how one of the Dragons was coming in from behind Tungsten and his group, hemming them in like a pack of Dire Wolves trapping their prey. 

      That settled it. I knew exactly what I needed to do.

      Nothing could be done against the Wind Dragon. My elements were lightning and water. Water had no elemental advantage over wind, and lightning was weak against it.

      So I decided to go after one of the Fire Dragons.

      Standing up on the Qilin, I took a slow breath, then released my Spiritual Power, which exploded from my body like a torrent, gushing out so much that the entire area was blanketed by my Spiritual Pressure. The feeling of my Spiritual Pressure was even enough to make the Dragons halt their attacks. I used that short moment’s hesitation to do what needed to be done.

      My body transformed into lightning and water. I could feel the change. My body was both light and heavy, gentle and charged with energy. Lightning crackled along the surface of my watery-blue skin, pale and powerful. Despite the excess energy leaking from me, the Qilin I was standing on didn’t get injured because I was controlling my elements carefully.

      This form was not complete yet, but I had practiced enough that it could be used in combat.

      Leaping off the Qilin, I shot forward like a bolt of lightning. My flight took me directly toward the Dragon that had come up behind Tungsten and his group. I grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler attached to my back. My Spiritual Power surged through the weapon, coating it in condensed water and lightning. As I passed by the Dragon, I swung my weapon as hard and fast as I could, gritting my teeth as I felt a moment of powerful resistance before I sheared through the creature’s neck.

      The Fire Dragon didn’t even have time to roar as it died. Its head fell to the city below, crashing into one of the buildings and causing the entire thing to collapse. The body followed suit. However, the damage done to the city by the massive, several-dozen-meter-long body was far more extensive, destroying numerous buildings by crushing them underneath it. Several Elites were also killed when they couldn’t run away in time.

      Tungsten nodded in my direction, then also stood on his Qilin, though he lacked my balance and wobbled a little. Spiritual Power surged through his body, erupting from him in a way that was intimately familiar to me. I was shocked when his body suddenly transformed into wind. It was as if he had become ethereal. I could only see the ripples that formed around his body, which was the excess Spiritual Power being released by him.

      Not only was I shocked when Tungsten suddenly transformed his body into his element, but I became even more surprised when the same feeling erupted from below, from Erica, who had suddenly turned into a massive entity of orange-red flames. As I transformed back into a human and landed on the Qilin that had flown back to me, the two Spiritualists leapt into the air, shooting toward their respective enemies. Erica traveled toward the Wind Dragon, while Tungsten went straight for the last remaining Fire Dragon.

      Erica’s body took the shape of a powerful Phoenix, another legendary Demon Beast said to have exceeded the S-rank and become a god-like existence. She slammed into the Wind Dragon, a torrent of flames spewing all over as she attacked the creature. Of course, the Dragon was not so easily done in. It roared and tried to fire wind bullets at her. But Erica merely blitzed past this Wind Dragon’s slow attacks and slammed into it again and again and again.

      Her accuracy was frightening. Erica attacked the same spot over and over. It wasn’t long before the Dragon’s scales began melting. They bubbled and boiled, turning a terrifying shade of red before slogging off the monstrous body. A gaping hole soon appeared in the scales, revealing the soft flesh underneath.

      That was when Erica finished it.

      She flew forward and slammed into the weakened section, drilling straight through the Dragon’s body and exploding out the other side. The Dragon released an enraged cry of pain, but that sound soon tapered off as it died, falling to the city below and causing even more structural damage. Meanwhile, Erica landed back on the building where her Battling Valkyries were waiting. She set down in the middle of this group, transformed back into her human form, and fell onto her hands and knees.

      By this point, Tungsten had also dealt with the Wind Dragon. The creature was lying in the city, its body covered in brutal lacerations as though numerous powerful cutting blades had sliced into it. A pool of blood expanded beneath the corpse as he and the other members of the Paladin Sect set down on the same building as Erica. Just like the woman who had transformed her body into fire, the moment Tungsten’s body returned to normal, he fell onto his butt and heaved several deep breaths, face covered in sweat.

      I set my Qilin down on the same building as them, climbed off, and went up to them.

      “I had no idea you two managed to reach the Third State of Spiritualism,” I said.

      Erica, her face covered in sweat, turned her head to look at me as she continued kneeling on the ground.

      “I… I only recently… managed… managed to reach the… Third State,” she admitted with a wan smile, looking exhausted. No doubt she’d expended most of her Spiritual Power.

      “That explains why you’re so tired.” I nodded as Dagan reached into a pouch at his side and produced two glowing green pills. He handed one to Erica and one to Tungsten. I continued speaking as they popped the pills into their mouths. “You’re probably using up a lot more energy than necessary. While I don’t think you had much choice, given what we were up against, try not to enter the Third State of Spiritualism unless there’s no other option.”

      Erica nodded, but the smile on her face had not diminished. “I find it incredibly ironic that you are now the one giving us advice. Long ago, you were nowhere near as powerful as us. Now your strength is the one Tungsten and I have been relying on the most.”

      I shrugged and tried to act nonchalant, but I was a little uncomfortable by the praise in her voice—not the praise itself, though. What bothered me was the fact that my powers came from my non-human origins. I still didn’t know what I was, and that bothered me more than I was willing to admit.

      What am I?

      Where did I come from?

      How come the Sekbeists seemed to know more about me than I did?

      These questions had plagued me for years, and I was sadly no closer to discovering the answers. All I had were a few half-assed guesses and some theories. There was no conclusive evidence to prove any of my hypotheses were true.

      “Still… those Dragons were a little weaker than I expected,” I changed the topic. “I heard Dragons are some of the most powerful creatures in existence, but we managed to kill those three fairly easily.”

      “Those were just young Dragons,” Tungsten answered as he stood up. His complexion had returned to normal, and his breathing was even. “I’m guessing the Sekbeists didn’t have the power to subjugate the older and more powerful Dragons, so they went after those young ones.” He glanced at the three corpses. “If I had to guess, I’d say those Dragons haven’t even reached one hundred years of age. They would still be considered children.”

      That made me clench my fists. So we had killed children? I couldn’t help but find the idea loathsome, but I knew there was little we could do. It wasn’t like we’d had the option of not fighting them. It was either kill or be killed.

      Guilt served no purpose now other than to dull my blade, so I put it out of my mind.

      “What should we do now?” I asked.

      Erica had recovered as well, thanks to the alchemy pill Dagan had given her. She stood up, rotating her arms as though testing to see whether they still worked, her shoulder pauldrons clinking against her Mythril corset. The frilly white top underneath her corset didn’t cover much, so a healthy portion of her cleavage was exposed. Placing her claymore against her back, the segmented joints of her gauntlets clicked together as she let her arms rest at her sides.

      “I believe we should travel to that palace.” She pointed at the largest structure on this floating city, which did indeed look like a palace. “Whatever the Sekbeists are after, I bet you anything it is there.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Tungsten said.

      “Tungsten, I would like you and the Paladin Sect to guard our flanks,” Erica commanded. “Dagan, you will take the center, while my Battling Valkyries protect you. Eryk, I would like you to take point with me.”

      Everyone acknowledged Erica’s orders, moved into the specified formation, and set off toward the palace.

      Little did I know that a figure from my past would be waiting for us when we arrived.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke up with a startled gasp as my cock was suddenly engulfed in something warm, wet, and altogether pleasant. Gritting my teeth, I tried not to groan as an incredibly long and soft tongue wrapped around my shaft. It moved across my skin, stimulating me in ways few things could. It felt like my entire length had been wrapped in soft silk threads.

      Opening my eyes, I looked down to find a pair of golden eyes looking up at me. They were set on a dark-skinned face that normally looked quite cute, if not a little haughty. However, currently, that face looked more than a little mischievous.

      Lin, her long and pointed ears wiggling, had placed my dick in her mouth and took it all the way in until her nose was pressing against my crotch. My shaft had traveled the entire length of her throat. I could actually feel the inside of her throat enclosing around it. She wasn’t struggling with it like Kari and Fay did, though. Lamia didn’t have a gag reflex, a fact which I had learned very early on after we became intimate.

      “L-Lin!” I gasped as she bobbed her head up, then down, lewd slurping sounds echoing from her mouth as she sucked me off. “If you keep doing that… I’ll—”

      I couldn’t finish my reply as I felt my balls contract and my stomach tighten. My hands went into Lin’s silky black hair as she moved her head all the way back down, pressing her nose against my skin as she fondled my balls with her soft hands. At that moment, I exploded inside of her. Since my entire length was already deep in her throat, none of my sperm escaped. It went straight into her stomach.

      As I leaned back in the bed, Lin slowly let go of me, a wet plop echoing out, then smiled so widely her fangs poked out of her mouth.

      “Thank you for the meal,” she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

      Lin was a Lamia, a race of beings who were half-human and half-snake. Her upper body looked pretty much human, save for her long ears and the scales on her skin, but the lower half was that of a snake, shifting from regular skin to scales around her hips.

      At this moment, Lin was not wearing any clothes, which meant I had a perfect glimpse of her unblemished dark skin. Her chest was quite modest. Her breasts were enough to fill my hands and spill over just a bit, quite unlike the busty bosoms of my other two fiancés. Similarly, her lithe body was covered in streamlined muscles that made her seem sleek. Her stomach was perfectly flat, containing not even a trace of fat.

      Seeing Lin like this, bereft of any clothes, caused me to once more rise to the occasion.

      “You’re being awfully mischievous today,” I said as I held out my hands.

      Lin placed her hands in mine and allowed me to pull her onto the bed. Since her lower half was that of a snake, she couldn’t fit her entire frame on the bed. Her long tail hung over the side, the tip beating a steady rhythm of anticipation against the ground.

      “This princess is always mischievous, Darling,” Lin replied.

      I grinned and pulled Lin to me, wrapping my arms around her small waist and hampering her mouth with my own. I didn’t give Lin a chance to resist or put up a fight as I slipped my tongue past her mouth and teeth. Her body shuddered against me, a moan escaped her mouth, and her arms quickly wrapped around my neck as I played with her extraordinarily long tongue.

      “D-Darhing…” Lin somehow managed to mumble out her pet name for me despite my tongue filling her mouth. Nasally gasps escaped her as our sloppy exchange caused saliva to drip down her chin, throat, and breasts. Her chest was now squishing against mine, and I could feel the way her nipples hardened as they rubbed against me.

      “Lin,” I said as I finally pulled back. “Lay down on the bed.”

      Lin didn’t even question my order as we traded places. She lay down on the spot I had vacated, her body quivering with anticipation. Her dark skin and black hair created a stark contrast against the white bedsheets. My eyes were drawn to her heaving chest, which jiggled with each inhale and exhale of breath.

      Etched into the center of her chest was a circle with runes inside of it—a rune array. I recognized the runes. Gebo, Fehu, and Uruz. However, the manner in which they were combined confused me. I had no idea what these runes did, but Lin had gained them after the first night we had sex.

      In my previous life, Kari had these same runes appear on her chest, but they always disappeared immediately after she orgasmed. It was the same for this life. Fay and Kari both had these runes light up their chests when we had sex, but they vanished after. Only Lin had the runes permanently etched onto her body.

      I wondered what made Lin different from Kari and Fay.

      Then I shook my head.

      Now was not the time for such thoughts.

      Lin’s eyes were shining with a lust I only saw when we were having sex—or when she was eating. This girl could put away food like no one else. Glancing down, I looked at her moist lips, which were surrounded by pink scales that were softer than the black and yellow scales of her tail. She was wet. Her scales and sex glistened in the light. A trace of juices leaked onto her scales.

      However, I had other plans that didn’t involve her front.

      “Turn around, please.”

      I smiled when Lin’s eyes widened, but she eagerly turned around and lifted her hips. Lamia had butts that looked exactly like a human’s, but surrounding their cheeks were scales. Lin’s were black with yellow rings. As she lay there on her stomach, she reached up and grabbed her butt cheeks, spreading them apart and allowing me to glimpse her puckered hole.

      “Are you going to fill this princess’s ass, Darling?”

      “I am.”

      Grabbing her hips, I took a moment to simply admire the feeling of her skin and scales. Both were softer than velvet and felt so very different from flesh. The moment soon passed, and I placed myself against her entrance. I was already dripping wet with her saliva, so inserting myself into her backdoor wasn’t difficult, though her sphincter was impeccably tight. I grunted as I struggled to push my way inside. As my head disappeared inside of her butthole, Lin released a loud moan and her tail thumped harder against the ground.

      “This princess’s ass is being filled by your dick! I don’t understand how it can feel so gooood!” Her last sentence was drawn out as I pushed even more of myself inside of her. I went slowly, mostly because she was so tight, but I soon bottomed out. Now with myself buried up to the hilt inside of Lin, I gave myself a moment to adjust.

      “How do you feel, Lin?”

      “How do I… I feel good.” Lin’s cheeks were flushed a dark red that complimented her skin tone, there was a dopey smile that I could just make out from my side profile view of her face, and the single visible eye of hers was gleaming like a predator who’d spotted her prey. “This princess… she loves it when you fill her ass with your cock.”

      “That’s good to hear. I’m about to start moving now.”

      “Yes! Please move! Make me feel more!”

      While I did start slowly at first, removing myself until just my head was inside of her and pushing it forward until it was fully sheathed again, I knew that was not what either of us wanted right now. Once I had gotten a feel for her, I increased the speed and strength of my thrusts. I pounded into her so hard that loud smacking sounds echoed around the room as my hips crashed into her butt.

      Lin’s cheeks jiggled and bounced as I continuously thrust my hips. She was very tight. I grunted, groaned, and gritted my teeth to fight against the impending desire to let go. Her butt was actually looser than her vagina, which so often felt like a cobra constricting around me like I was prey—not that I could complain about how amazingly tight she was.

      “Yes! This feeling! Hyk! This is—oh! I love this feeeeeeling!”

      Lin arched her spine as I kept pounding into her from behind. The muscles on her back were flexing and relaxing as though she was having spasms. Her tongue was hanging out of her mouth as she moaned. I had placed my hands on either side of her hips to help keep my pace steady and strong. I also adjusted the speed of my thrusts to keep her body guessing. Sometimes I would thrust my hips fast and hard, other times I would move slowly. The feeling of her insides rubbing against my entire length was enough to make me feel delirious.

      “You like it when I pound my dick into your ass?”

      “Yes! Yes! I—ahn! Ah! So good! More! Give me more!”

      “As my princess commands.”

      Keeping up the incredible pace and power of my thrusts, I leaned down and reached around Lin, grabbing a handful of her tits. Lin screamed as I pinched and twisted her nipples. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as her tongue lolled out of her mouth. Her breasts were coated in a layer of sweat that caused them to become slightly slippery, but I enjoyed the way my hands slid against her glistening skin.

      Deciding to go all out, I reached down with my other hand, sliding it across her convulsing stomach, and stopping only after I was cupping her wet pussy. The juices leaking from her cunt drenched my hand. I placed my fingers on either side of her protective scales and spread them apart.

      “Darling! Hyk! That’s—oh! It—ahn! Ahn! Ahn!”

      Lin was unable to speak in full sentences as I played with her, inserting my finger into her sodden entrance, which was quickly followed by another finger. I pressed my fingers against the rigid walls, which spasmed and tightened around me. Part of me wished my dick was feeling this warmth and wetness, but her ass was also a pleasant experience. It wasn’t as tight. It was also a bit dryer. I was glad Lin had sucked me off first or doing this would have been painful for us both.

      Leaning down further, I placed my head near Lin’s left ear and took it into my mouth. I bit down gently, nibbling on the scaled ear and coating it in my saliva.

      “OOOOHHHH!!”

      Lin’s entire body was twitching. Her ass convulsed and tightened around me, and the walls of her pussy had also become vice-like as they tried to suck in my fingers. She was close. Knowing this, I retracted my fingers and quickly found her clit. It was already engorged from arousal and pulsated as I lightly pinched it between my fingers.

      “D-D-DAAARLIIIIIIINNNGGG!”

      Lin’s entire body became ramrod straight as love juices overflowed from her body. The muscles in her back had grown stiff. Meanwhile, her ass had clenched around me so hard that I couldn’t control myself anymore and unleashed my load inside of her tight hole. A loud crashing sound echoed around the room. I ignored that, however, as I filled her butt with my cum.

      A moment later, Lin and I collapsed on the bed. I was lying with my face pressed against her sweat-covered back. I could feel and hear her rapidly beating heart, which was like a war drum in my ears.

      I took several deep breaths and tried to regain control over my body. I placed my hands on the bed and pushed myself up until I was hovering over Lin. I stared at her soft back muscles, at her slender shoulder blades, and could not refrain from leaning down and placing a kiss on her back.

      Despite having just woken up, I wanted nothing more than to pull this lovely creature close, wrap the two of us in blankets, and fall to sleep with her in my arms. At the same time, I knew we couldn’t do that.

      “Darling…” Lin turned around underneath me. She reached out, placed her hands on the back of my neck, and pulled me down, kissing me with a gentle, tender, and loving affection that was far different from the ones we shared minutes ago. “This princess… haaaaah… loves you very much.”

      “I love you, too.” I smiled at Lin.

      In my previous life, I had only fallen for two women. Kari was the first and most important person in my life, then there was the mysterious woman whose face I had never seen before. That woman had saved me from myself. When I was lost in darkness, when rage and thoughts of revenge had consumed me, she had brought me back, taught me what it meant to be human again. However, she had also died a year after I met her. As per her request, I had buried her body without ever catching a glimpse of what was hidden underneath the hood of her cloak.

      Lin was a new presence in my life. However, even though I had never met her in my previous life, I could honestly say I loved this woman. It was hard not to. Lin acted arrogant and haughty, but she was also kind and understanding. She did her best no matter what tasks were set before her, whether that was learning humanity’s written language, exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range, or something else entirely. I had grown to love this snake-woman.

      “This princess…” Lin continued. “She wants more sex.”

      My smile became fixed. If there was one thing about Lin that could sometimes cause problems, it was her voracious… appetite.

      Fortunately, I knew how to deal with this.

      “We could keep going,” I began, and Lin’s eyes brightened. “But if we did that, you would miss breakfast.”

      Lin paled.

      “Breakfast?” she whispered, then her eyes widened as a panicked look crossed her face. “D-Darling! Th-th-this princess completely forgot about breakfast! She was supposed to wake you because breakfast is ready! W-what is this princess going to do?!”

      I tried to hide my smugness as Lin let go of me and scrambled out of bed. The feeling didn’t last long, though, as shock soon replaced it when Lin somehow face-planted on the floor. I winced as the sound of her face smacking the carpet echoed around the room. Looking down, I realized what the problem was when I saw her tail, which had punched a hole clean through the floor. She must have impaled it when she climaxed.

      “D-Darling!” Lin whined, tears in her eyes as she looked at me. “This princess’s tail is stuck!”

      Trying not to laugh at her, I smiled, climbed off the bed, and placed my hands on her tail.

      “Hold on,” I said as I channeled the water element into the hole and widened it. “I will get your tail unstuck.”

      “Thank you, Darling.” Lin sniffled. “I love you.”

      As Lin confessed her love like this, with her tail stuck inside of the floor and her eyes watering from embarrassment, I could no longer contain my laughter.
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            This Princess’ Brilliant Idea

          

        

      

    

    
      After taking a quick bath and getting dressed, Lin and I traveled to the informal dining room, which was located on the first floor. We couldn’t have looked more different if we tried. While I was wearing what had to be the widest smile in Nevaria, Lin was pouting like a petulant child, her cheeks flushed a bright red. If I was being honest, her pout made me want to kiss her.

      I only held back because I knew that would lead to more shenanigans. There was a time and place for everything. Now was not the time for more sex.

      “This princess cannot believe you laughed at her,” Lin muttered. “That was rude.”

      I smiled at her. “Sorry. I couldn’t help it.”

      Even though I apologized, Lin clearly understood that I wasn’t being sincere. It must have been the soft chuckles that escaped unbidden every time I looked at her. With something of a huff, she slithered toward the table, which was already occupied by two people who were talking as they patiently waited for us to arrive.

      Kari and Fay glanced up from their conversation when we entered. Kari’s vibrant blue eyes lit up with a sparkle that outdid even the sun, while Fay’s emerald eyes shone with an iridescence that was simply radiant. Both were indescribably beautiful. Kari was a beauty with long locks of hair that had the appearance of gold threads, a bountiful figure that made men weak at the knees, and a smile that could bring nations to ruin. Fay’s beauty was different. Her red hair was like ardent flames, vibrant and wild, while her green eyes were naturally narrowed in a manner that I could only describe as seductive. She had proportions similar to Kari, though her bust was smaller by maybe a few centimeters, and she possessed denser muscles. Her arms had better muscle definition, and while I couldn’t see them because of her clothing, I knew she had abs.

      “Good morning, you two,” I said as I moved over to the long table with Lin. While Lin sat down next to Kari with a huff, I gave Kari a kiss, taking great relish in letting my lips linger on hers. They were so soft. I wanted to nibble on them, but I held back.

      “You two are late,” Kari said with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “What were you two getting up to, I wonder?”

      Kari was wearing a simple white dress that morning. It had long sleeves that were voluminous and wide. A gap near the front revealed a small hint of cleavage, but it was fairly modest all things considered.

      “Nothing much.” I shrugged and glanced at Lin, who suddenly paled. The Lamia shook her head back and forth, making an X-sign with her arms, clearly telling me not to say anything. “Lin punched a hole through the floor with her tail.”

      “Darling!”

      “What? Again?” said Fay with a sigh. “How many times does this make now?”

      “I-it wasn’t this princess’s fault!” Lin defended herself. “Darling just… makes this princess feel too good! It’s his fault she can’t control her strength!”

      “You know, Lin, if you can’t control your strength when the two of you are intimate, maybe it would be best if you two stopped sleeping together,” Kari said with a look of mock seriousness.

      All the blood drained from Lin’s face. “A-anything but that! You can even take away this princess’s food, but please don’t take Darling away from this princess! Please, Big Sister!”

      “I don’t want to do this either.” Kari looked so remorseful that I almost thought she was being serious. Only the twinkle in her eyes told me otherwise. “However, this is the seventh time in one month that you have punched a hole through the floor. Think about all those poor Earth-affinity Spiritualists who have to fix that floor every time you do this.”

      “This princess is providing them with job security!”

      As I wandered over to the other side of the long table, which could easily seat about twelve people, I could not help but wonder if Lin even realized that Kari was playing her like a harp. Probably not. The girl, for all her arrogant haughtiness, was a naive and innocent soul. That was part of her charm. She tried so hard to act the part of a spoiled princess, but she was just too earnest.

      “Kari is really taking to her role as the teasing but overprotective big sister,” Fay said as she observed the two. She was seated at the table directly opposite Kari.

      “I think she enjoys being the older sibling for a change.” I came up right beside her chair, waiting for Fay to notice me. “It must be hard for her to have three older brothers.”

      Unlike Kari, Fay was wearing black pants, a white short-sleeved shirt, and a black corset that matched her pants. The corset drew my eyes to the lines of her body. Meanwhile, the pants looked fairly tight. I couldn’t see her butt right now since she was sitting, but I could easily imagine how her clothing conformed to and outlined the shape of her magnificent rear end.

      “Probably.” Fay turned her head toward me, a smile on her face. “I wouldn’t know since I—”

      Her smile froze and her eyes widened when she finally realized how close I was. Leaning down, I placed my hand on her cheek, tilted her head up, and closed the distance. Fay’s entire body became rigid like a stake when I kissed her, but then she relaxed and closed her eyes, tilting her head to make it easier for us to kiss. I removed my hand from her cheek, but only so I could gently brush back some bangs that had fallen into her face.

      “Good morning, Fay,” I said when I pulled back.

      Fay’s face had become as red as her hair. “G-good morning…”

      “All attack and no defense,” I said with a teasing smile.

      “That’s… just because I wasn’t prepared for it,” Fay muttered.

      “So you say, but doesn’t that mean you’re never prepared for it?” I sat down next to her, still smiling. “How many times will I have to kiss you before you stop blushing like that?”

      My words only made Fay more embarrassed, but I didn’t think she was unhappy with my teasing. I had gotten to know Fay well enough to know what she did and didn’t like. Also, she was smiling. It was small, but it was there.

      As our conversation continued, changing from Kari and I teasing Lin and Fay to our plans that day, a young maid came into the room. She was pushing a cart filled with two different types of food. The first were three bowls of porridge with various fruits and nuts like raisins, almonds, cashews, and blueberries. However, the majority of the cart was taken up by a large plate of very rare meat. It was a massive slab that had been marbled, the white lines of fat creating interesting patterns in the red meat.

      Lin began salivating the moment the meat appeared in front of her.

      “This looks so good… so much food…”

      I shook my head as Lin began mumbling.

      “So, are you planning to visit the Alchemist Association today?” asked Kari as I began slowly eating my food, presenting a direct contrast to Lin, who wolfed her food down like she was afraid it would vanish if she didn’t eat it immediately. I didn’t know what was more impressive. How quickly the food disappeared? Or how she somehow managed to shove an entire steak down her gullet in a single bite?

      Lamia anatomy is quite amazing.

      “Yes.” Nodding as I stirred up some of the honey mixed in with the porridge, I explained my reasons for visiting the Alchemist Association. “Now that the repairs to Nevaria are complete, I’d like to begin work on expanding the Alchemist Association’s influence by introducing another pill—one that will actually be sold on the market instead of being exclusive to the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard.”

      “Mother was very impressed with those pills the Alchemist Association began making for the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard,” Kari added. “She says the Body Forging Pills and Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills have made a marked difference in the strength of her Spiritualists.”

      “As well it should,” Fay said with a smile. “Those pills are extraordinary.”

      I shook my head. “They are okay. Honestly, those are only considered mid-tier pills. Pills are often divided into beginner-tier, mid-tier, and high-tier. Mid-tier pills are ones that require someone to have a decent understanding of alchemical ingredients to refine, but anyone who studies hard enough can make them. The high-tier pills are the extraordinary ones.”

      “Can you make high-tier pills, Darling?” asked Lin. She had finally finished eating her meal and was sitting slumped in her chair, looking so content she might fall asleep. On that note, I was still eating despite not having nearly as much food put in front of me. As always, Lin’s ability to pack away food left me astounded.

      “I can,” I admitted. “I am actually planning to refine a few high-tier pills for us soon, but I don’t have the ingredients yet.” I finished off my porridge and sighed. “The ingredients for high-tier pills are rare, and some of what I need will be dangerous to acquire. I’m going to have to travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range at some point to get them.”

      “Speaking of, when are we going back to those ruins?” asked Kari. “We never did get to explore all of it—aaaaah!” Raising her hands to her head, Kari began running her fingers through her hair as if frustrated. “Just thinking about how those ruins are waiting for me to explore their depths is driving me insane! The architecture was so unique! It was nothing at all like the destroyed cities our expeditions normally come across! If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were made for something aside from us humans. Did you see how large they were? Those hallways were massive! Exploring those ruins reminded me of the ruins that Emperor Fell explored during his youth.”

      “And there she goes rambling about those ruins again,” Fay said with an exasperated but amused smile.

      “I think the ruins Emperor Fell explored were a tomb, though,” I commented.

      “Are the ruins we went to with Catalyna not a tomb?” asked Kari.

      Shaking my head, I said, “I believe what we discovered was actually a base. I’m not sure how much you know of the Great Catastrophe, but I’ve done some research on it, and what I’ve discovered is that the Great Catastrophe was actually a great war that embroiled the entire world. Many races were involved in this war, and one of those races, a race called the Dweorg, built bases all across the world.”

      “Is that so? I had no idea,” Kari breathed excitedly. She looked ten seconds away from jumping on me with a demand for more information.

      Before she could even consider leaping across the table, however, the door to the room suddenly opened and three people walked in. A young man with spiky brown hair and blue eyes, another young man with long red hair tied into a ponytail, and a slightly older man in his late twenties with dark brown hair and stern features. As they entered the room, the youngest of the group, the boy with spiky brown hair who didn’t look much older than me, froze in place for several seconds, then turned around and walked out. He slammed the door shut behind him. The other two stared after him before turning back to us with awkward expressions.

      “Mykkel, Earland,” Kari greeted after several seconds of awkward silence. “I hope you two are having a better morning than Geirolf apparently is.”

      “Geirolf was having a good morning until now,” Mykkel said with a wan smile as he sat down beside me and Fay. He was sitting on my other side, while Earland sat next to Lin. “Unfortunately, I think his inferiority complex has been growing more and more lately.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kari said, though she looked anything but sorry.

      Kari and Geirolf had never really gotten along. The youngest of Kari’s three brothers used to constantly make fun of her, and unlike how Kari teased Lin out of a sense of sisterly love, Geirolf’s teasing was often malicious. Some of the things he said were downright hurtful and cruel. If I was being honest, I didn’t much care for Geirolf, who acted like a spoiled brat whining about how life didn’t give him the respect he believed he deserved even though he had done nothing to earn it.

      Mykkel merely released a slow breath of disappointment. “I was hoping he’d grow up a bit, but it seems like that won’t happen for a while yet.”

      While a somewhat somber atmosphere entered the room, it soon left when we changed topics. Mykkel and Earland told me about how their strength had increased a lot ever since I began making Body Forging Pills and Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills for them.

      “We plan on traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range soon,” Mykkel added. “We want to test our newfound strength and see how deep we can travel.”

      “You’re so lucky,” Kari moaned. “We haven’t been able to go into the Demon Beast Mountain Range in months.”

      “Neither have we,” Earland said, though that was all he said. The oldest among Kari’s siblings was a man of few words.

      Kari just continued pouting.
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        * * *

      

      When breakfast came to an end, Lin and I parted ways with Kari and Fay, who took a carriage that would ferry them to the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy. We also took a carriage. Of course, I called it a carriage, but it was actually a wagon. Lin’s six-meter-long snake tail was simply too big to fit in a standard carriage typically used by the nobility.

      The wagon dropped us off several meters from the stairs leading up to the Alchemist Association. I was sure he would have set us closer, but there was a large crowd of people gathered around the stairs.

      “I’ll wait here for your return, Lord Eryk, Lady Lin,” the driver said as he pulled his cart away to park somewhere close by.

      Holding Lin’s hand, I journeyed up to the Alchemist Association.

      Most people would have had to push their way through the crowd, but not me and Lin. The people who saw us quickly parted. While part of it was because of Lin’s tail, which so many of Nevaria’s citizens still hadn’t seen in person yet, I liked to think a larger part was because of our fame. In fact, quite a few people were whispering about us as we walked by.

      “It’s Lord Eryk and Lady Lin!”

      “What do you think they are doing here?”

      “Don’t you know? Lord Eryk is the Alchemist Association’s benefactor! I hear he’s the one who gave them the recipes for many of those alchemy pills they’re refining!”

      “I had no idea!”

      “Doesn’t Lady Lin look elegant today?”

      “Mm… I don’t know why, but her dark skin and snake tail make her look really exotic!”

      “I’m so jealous of Eryk! I wish I had a woman like Lin by my side!”

      “Not only does Eryk have Lin, but he’s also engaged to Kari Astralia and Fay Valstine. That man has so many women waiting on him hand and foot. Meanwhile, guys like us are lucky to catch just one woman’s interest. It’s not fair.”

      “Some men have all the luck.”

      The conversations varied from simple gossip to expressions of jealousy. Despite this, neither Lin nor I paid them much attention as we ascended the stairs. You could say we had grown used to this treatment.

      When I first arrived at the Alchemist Association all those months ago, the place had been in a state of disrepair. Paint had been fading from cracked walls, the ceramic tiles had been old and worn, and the dragon statues located on either side of the main building’s entrance were similarly unkempt. Rundown was the word I would have used to describe it, and that was being kind.

      Now it looked completely different.

      In the two months since the Demon Beast Invasion, the Alchemist Association had been completely renovated and looked nothing like it used to. All the buildings looked brand new now. The walls had been remade and repainted, the roofs were retiled, and the statues had been refurbished. As Lin and I walked through the massive crowd of people gathered in the courtyard to buy pills, I could see that the Alchemist Association had finally gotten back onto its feet.

      Nobody stopped the two of us as we entered the main building and made our way to the Refining Hall, called such because that was where many of the beginner alchemists worked to refine the lower-tier pills like the Tender Healing Pill, Spiritual Booster Pill, Temporary Enhancement Pill, Clarity Pill, Endurance Pill, and Elemental Pill. At present, the Refining Hall contained what appeared to be a thousand or maybe even two thousand Alchemists. Each one stood in front of a table containing an advanced alchemy set, their attention honed to a fine point as they focused solely on what they were doing.

      Lin and I made our way around the large hall, traveling along the room’s circumference. We eventually reached the door to Feinrea’s office. I knocked once and waited for a reply.

      “Come in,” a voice said from the other side.

      I opened the door and let Lin precede me.

      Feinrea’s office looked like it was becoming a combination of flower garden and workspace. A lot of the bookshelves had been cleared out to make way for a decent-sized garden, and a sunroof had been carved out of the ceiling. I recognized all the plants being grown there. None of them were rare, but all of them were necessary for beginner-tier pills and some could be used in mid-tier pills.

      The woman I had come to see was standing behind her desk. The large surface contained her advanced alchemy set and several notebooks worth of information. As always, the Head of the Alchemist Association was jotting down notes as she recorded the reactions of various ingredients when they were mixed together, though she stopped upon noticing who had entered her office.

      “Oh! Lord Eryk and Lady Lin! Welcome!”

      Feinrea straightened up and tried to make herself presentable. Her red hair with its orange-ish tint was tied into a messy bun that caused several bangs to trail across her face. Even though her hair looked like a mess, it didn’t detract from her appearance at all. In fact, her messy locks enhanced her enchanting eyes, bringing them to prominence. Feinrea’s figure was tall and elegant, and her chest, which spilled out of her purple silk robes, was even larger than Kari’s. She smiled as we walked toward her.

      “It looks like you haven’t changed since the last time I saw you,” I said in greeting. “You’re still constantly researching.”

      I recognized the ingredients she was mixing with her alchemy set. One of them was a simple base solution that combined spirit essence with damon fruit pulp, a solution primarily used in pills that enhanced someone’s physical prowess for brief periods of time. The other ingredients were tall stalks of weizen grass that had been cut up and mixed into a ten-thousand-year ginseng solution.

      “I am an alchemist,” Feinrea said as she tucked a stray bang behind her ear. “As an alchemist, I have to constantly expand my knowledge of alchemical ingredients and reactions so I can begin refining my own pills, but I’m still far from being able to accomplish such a lofty goal. Can you blame me for working hard?”

      “No, I can’t.” I shook my head.

      “This princess thinks you should relax every now and then,” Lin said.

      I personally agreed with her. But Feinrea shook her head as though denying the possibility of her ever resting until she achieved her goal. I would admit, I admired her tenacity. This woman lived, breathed, and ate alchemy on a daily basis. It was very rare to find someone so passionate about any one subject. Only Kari could match this woman’s unbridled enthusiasm, though my bride-to-be’s passion lay in exploring ruins and traveling the world, not alchemy.

      “What brings you two here today?” she asked.

      “A few reasons,” I admitted. “First, how is the Alchemist Association doing?”

      Feinrea cupped her chin and tilted her head as she seriously considered the question. Her brows furrowed slightly, but then she shrugged.

      “Our position right now is a little complicated,” she began. “At the moment, the Alchemist Association has become one of the most prominent groups within Nevaria. The pills we have introduced into the market have increased our wealth to the point where we have been able to greatly expand in all aspects. We currently have over five thousand alchemists working for us, and more applicants are applying to join every day. It has gotten to the point where we’ve begun administering tests to people who wish to join in order to see whether or not they are even worth teaching.”

      I nodded at her words. This was natural. The Alchemist Association in Midgard did the same thing. Anyone who wished to become a part of the Alchemist Association had to prove they were serious by diligently studying and taking several tests. These tests included both writing essays on pill refinement and also displaying one’s talent as an alchemist by refining a beginner-tier pill.

      I had never taken the test myself, of course, but I knew some people in Midgard’s Alchemist Association.

      “It sounds like you’re doing really well,” I said. “Where is the complication?”

      “With the increase in personnel, we’ve naturally increased the number of pills we can refine and sell. This wasn’t a problem at first. However, we’ve recently run into a new issue. Namely, we are beginning to run low on ingredients.” Feinrea paused here, her expression a complicated mix of pride and resignation as she pondered how best to explain their situation. “Demand for specific pills is currently very high, but because we are running low on the ingredients needed to refine those pills, the price for them is increasing. While it hasn’t affected us much yet, it will begin hurting our business as time goes on if something isn’t done.”

      Feinrea was talking about supply and demand, or the relationship between the quantity of a commodity that producers wished to sell and the quantity that consumers wished to buy. The capacity to produce enough supply to meet consumer demands kept the prices low enough to entice consumers into buying. However, if the producer could not meet the demand, then the price would increase, and it would eventually have an adverse effect on the pill market’s economy.

      “Is the reason you’re running low on ingredients because of the Demon Beast Invasion?” I asked.

      Two months ago, a horde of somewhere around 100,000 to 150,000 Demon Beasts invaded Nevaria, destroying much of the Northern District and killing many people. The cause of this invasion had been Hagen Leucht. The head of the now destroyed Leucht Family had used the unique powers of a woman named Dyr to draw nearby Demon Beasts to Nevaria. While Kari, Fay, Lin, and I had been able to defeat Hagen and the Demon Beasts were beaten back, Dyr had died during our rescue attempt.

      I still felt guilty about it.

      “That is only part of the reason,” Feinrea explained patiently. “Of course, we have been hiring mercenaries to protect our alchemists while they gather ingredients. The problem is that we can only gather so much at any given time, and the amount we’ve been able to gather hasn’t been enough to keep up with the demand for pills. It doesn’t help that the areas our alchemists normally gather ingredients from are beginning to run low as well. If we don’t find a new source of those ingredients soon, we’ll be in a lot of trouble.”

      I rubbed my chin and thought about this problem, which did indeed have the potential to become a serious issue if it wasn’t rectified soon. Nevaria had become reliant on the Alchemist Association and the pills they refined. Not only that, but those pills were also important for increasing Nevaria’s strength. If they ran out, it would do more than just cause a panic among the population. It would decrease the overall strength of the city-state.

      “Isn’t the solution really simple?” asked Lin, causing me and Feinrea to look at her. The Lamia crossed her arms and smirked at us. “All you need to do is begin growing the ingredients yourself.”

      I was about to tell Lin that what she had suggested was not so simple, but then I paused and actually thought about it. The more I thought, the better her idea sounded. I turned to Feinrea.

      “Would it be possible to buy a plantation or two out in the countryside and turn them into alchemy plantations?” I asked.

      “That… could work. Theoretically, it is possible at least.” It looked like Feinrea had been about to deny Lin’s idea, then changed her mind as she thought about it more. The woman crossed her arms and furrowed her brow. “I would need to have someone speak with the Eieran Family since they own most of the property outside of the city, but if we can buy a large plot of land that has several different types of terrain needed for growing the ingredients we require, it should be possible. However, there is still one problem that won’t be solved by this.”

      “Monster cores,” I said.

      “Right.” Feinrea nodded. “Currently, we have a surplus of monster cores thanks to the invasion, but that supply will eventually run out. Also, the monster cores we do have aren’t always the ones we need. Many of the beginner and mid-tier pills require the monster cores of Demon Beasts with certain elemental affinities, and a lot of the ones that invaded Nevaria like the Dire Wolves do not possess an affinity for any particular element.”

      Monster cores were the core located inside of every Demon Beast. It was, in essence, a Demon Beast’s heart.

      They were primarily used to enhance armor and weapons. Of course, most of the enhancements that could currently be done with them were crude. A lot of blacksmiths just made a slot for the monster core to fit inside of the weapon or armor being forged. While this did allow a Spiritualist to activate the monster core by channeling their Spiritual Power into it, this didn’t really allow them to utilize the monster core’s full potential. That required Rune Writing, and from what I had seen, there was no one in Nevaria aside from myself who could use that ability right now.

      Consequently, this was currently why monster core weapons and armor weren’t as popular as they should have been.

      “I’ll see what I can do about creating a supply line so you have a constant supply of monster cores,” I said to Feinrea.

      “I would appreciate that.” Feinrea clasped her hands and smiled. “Now, what else did you come here for?”

      “The original reason I came here was that I wanted to give you another recipe for a new pill,” I said. “The one I want to make is called the Monstrous Strength Pill. It is a pill that increases the consumer’s physical strength in proportion to the amount of Spiritual Power they have. The more Spiritual Power they have, the stronger the pill’s effects.”

      Feinrea’s eyes widened. “That does sound very useful.”

      “It is.” I nodded. “And fortunately, the most difficult to find ingredient is something you have in abundance.”

      Feinrea tilted her head a little. “What ingredient is that?”

      Feeling my lips peel back into a grin, I answered her. “The monster core of a Silverback.”
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        * * *

      

      As Kari and Fay walked down the halls of the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy, numerous eyes focused on them.

      Having been subjected to the stares of others for years, Kari was able to ignore the looks as though they were air, but Fay was another matter entirely. She fidgeted as they walked. Her eyes strayed to the people staring at her, then quickly looked away. Glancing at the redhead from the corner of her eye, Kari could tell that her friend was not comfortable being the center of attention, but that was expected. Fay had never liked being in the public eye. Kari didn’t blame her.

      “I hope you aren’t too bothered by all the people staring at us,” Kari said.

      Fay sighed. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t, but I know it’s not something that can be helped.” She gave her friend a weary smile. “Do not worry about me. I might not be comfortable with them, but I can at least put up with being stared at. It’s nowhere near as bad as the lecherous stares Grant Leucht used to give me.”

      “Yeah…” Kari shuddered in agreement.
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They made it to their classroom and climbed up the stairs. Classrooms were essentially lecture halls, so all the seating was tertiary. Once again, all eyes were on them. Kari and Fay took a seat in the very center of the classroom, not too far from the front, but not near the back either. It was Kari’s hope that by choosing a seat like this, Fay wouldn’t have to deal with as many gawking eyes as she did right now. The back and front seats normally drew the most attention.

      Wanting to make her friend comfortable, Kari did her best to keep the girl engaged in conversation, telling Fay about the most recent book she read, which was a saga about a young man who lived 1,000 years ago. It was a new book she had discovered. She was pretty sure the story was fictional, having already cross-referenced the contents with various historical texts and discovered there was no one named Banyard Grausin during the time when this story was supposed to have taken place.

      Unfortunately, their conversation could not block out the conversations around them.

      “Don’t Princess Kari and Lady Fay look radiant today?”

      “They always look beautiful.”

      “I don’t know what it is, but it’s like the two are constantly glowing.”

      “It must be thanks to Lord Eryk. I heard the three of them are quite intimate.”

      “Where did you hear that?!”

      “Tee-hee! That’s a secret!”

      Kari wanted to frown, but she kept up her polite smile as she continued talking with Fay, who looked more and more like she wanted to hide in her shirt. Her friend always tried to act confident. However, the truth was that Fay was incredibly shy. She did not like being the center of attention, had trouble expressing her feelings, and on top of that, her inferiority complex made it hard for her to accept herself. Kari feared that her friend’s feelings of inferiority would one day lead to her trying to break away from Kari, Lin, and Eryk.

      Fortunately, the instructor walked in through the door, putting a stop to all conversation. He was an old man. His gray hair was thin and balding, and wrinkles lined his eyes, mouth, and nose. Despite his age, he still walked with his back straight. As a Spiritualist who had reached the Second State of Spiritualism, his body was in much better shape than a man of similar age who hadn’t reached this state.

      “Settle down, class,” Instructor Duendas said as he walked up to the podium. “Lessons are about to start, and we’re going to be talking about the different forms of movement that make up a Spiritual Technique, so I want all of you to pay close attention.”

      As everyone settled down, Kari placed her elbows on the desk and rested her cheeks against her hands. She didn’t pay attention to the instructor’s lecture. However, it wasn’t because she wanted to be disrespectful. Everything the man said was something she already knew thanks to Eryk, who was honestly a far better teacher than this man.

      “You know,” Fay began in a gentle whisper. “I sometimes wonder why we’re even still attending the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy. With our knowledge and strength, I feel like we could afford to drop out.”

      Kari felt as if someone had dumped her body in ice water, but she tried to contain her fear as she sent the redhead a strained smile.

      “Perhaps you could afford to drop out, but I cannot. Dropping out of the academy would reflect poorly on the Astralia Royal Family. Not only that, but it would be like saying I found the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy useless, and it would therefore be considered a grave insult toward the academy itself. That would cause friction and bad blood between my family and the academy, and since my family are the rulers of Nevaria…”

      “I understand,” Fay said when Kari trailed off and bit her lip. “I didn’t think about the politics involved. There’s no way the princess of Nevaria could afford to drop out when doing so could create unnecessary complications.”

      The Nevarian Spiritualist Academy was founded by the Three Heavenly Families. Of course, she meant the Three Heavenly Families from a thousand years ago, which at the time had been the Eieran, Kriger, and Händler Families. The Händler Family was gone now. Nobody knew exactly what happened to them, but everyone knew that it was their disappearance that allowed the Leucht Family to rise to power.

      “It’s generally not something most people would think of,” Kari said, then bit her lip as she hesitated. “I… I hope you won’t consider dropping out. I know it is selfish, but I want you to keep attending the academy with me.”

      Fay’s eyes widened at Kari’s confession. It was an admittedly childish thing to desire, but Kari did not want her best friend and sister in all but blood to leave her alone at this academy. She wanted to remain with Fay. Even if it was something as simple as attending the academy together, this was something that she and Fay shared with just each other. Not even Eryk could claim this small spot in Kari’s heart.

      “Don’t worry,” Fay said at last. “I won’t leave you again like I did when we were younger.”

      “Thank you,” Kari breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

      The two girls became silent, secure in the knowledge that their bond was stronger than ever, as Instructor Duendas’s lecture continued.
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      The closer we came to the palace, the more I realized that, yes, this really was a palace—a majestic structure, unlike anything I had ever seen in my entire life. It did not look like something that could have ever been crafted from human hands. This structure, which appeared to have been carved from a single block of some unknown material, contained an aesthetic that was unknown to me. Considering how much I had traveled (I had even journeyed to another realm), this unusual design shocked me.

      Kari would have loved to see it.

      The entrance was guarded by a group of Elites. There were no Grunts in sight.

      Our group was easily spotted, and the moment they saw us, the Elites all howled obscenities before summoning their powers of darkness. While I was surprised to see them using an element, their powers were limited to shadow manipulation, which was something like a subdivision of the darkness element. Any darkness-affinity Spiritualist could manipulate shadows.

      That said, while they couldn’t create weapons of pure darkness, when several spears appeared from within our own shadows, our group became shocked. Two of them were unable to respond in time. The runes on their armor flared briefly, trying to protect them, but they must have been damaged by the prior battles. The runes sputtered out. A young woman was pierced through the chest by her own shadow, while a middle-aged man received a punctured throat.

      The man died instantly. Blood gushed from his wound as he tumbled to the ground. The woman was not dead, not yet, though now she had a gaping hole in her chest that had broken through her rune-protected armor. She lay on the ground. Blood was forming a puddle underneath her. However, Dagan and his healers quickly went up to her and began working hard to save the woman’s life.

      Seeing two of my comrades go down, I decided not to wait up for them and disappeared quickly. The Flash Step took me right next to one of the Elites, who soon found his head being removed from his shoulders when I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler.

      Continuing with my swing, I didn’t hesitate to rotate on the balls of my feet, spinning around and cutting through the next Elite closest to me. The creature died instantly. I had sliced his body in half from his left hip to his right shoulder.

      “He’s in our midst! Kill him!” one of the Elites shouted, but the noise he produced soon died down when I crushed his throat with a sharp kick. As the Sekbeist fell to the ground and shook as though his muscles were spasming a final time before death, I used the Flash Step once more and quickly decimated the ranks of the remaining Sekbeists.

      When I finished killing all of them, I turned to look at the group traveling with me. Erica and Tungsten were in the lead. I was relieved to see that the young woman had also survived. Her face was pale, sweat caused her skin to glisten, and she looked shaken, but she was alive. The same couldn’t be said for the man with the punctured throat.

      “I’m beginning to wonder if we even needed to bring so many,” Erica said as she saw the dead bodies. “I feel like you could take these things on by yourself if you needed to.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe, but if there are any Warlords inside, I might find myself unable to deal with them alone, depending on how strong they are.”

      “Let’s keep moving,” Tungsten said before either of us could continue this line of conversation.

      Erica huffed, but I just shrugged and turned toward the massive door. Like the rest of this palace, the door was made of a material I had never seen before. I placed a hand on it and frowned. It was cool to the touch and perfectly smooth, but it was also heavy. When I tried to open it, the door wouldn’t budge. My strength was incomparable these days. The fact that even I could not open it shocked me.

      “Maybe we should all try pushing it open together,” Erica suggested.

      I agreed. “It’s worth a shot.”

      While Dagan and the other healers stood back, Erica, Tungsten, myself, and the other Paladin Sect and Battling Valkyrie members placed our hands on the door and pushed. Our muscles strained. Our faces grew flushed with exertion. However, ever so slowly, the door began opening. We only managed to open it a little bit, but it was enough for us to slip inside.

      The room on the other side was well-lit with glowing crystals. They were not monster core lamps, but something I hadn’t seen before. Likewise, this room was quite big, like an entrance hall but somehow different. I couldn’t really explain it. However, on the other side of the door was a set of stairs leading not up, but down. A few doors on our left and right also led deeper into the palace.

      “Which way do you think we should travel?” asked one of the women. I think I remembered her. She was one of the women who had traveled with us to the peninsula, the place where we first confronted the Sekbeist. Sadly, I could not remember her name.

      “Maybe we should split up,” a young man with reddish-brown hair said.

      “No.” I shook my head. “We have no idea how many enemies there are. Splitting up is a bad idea, especially since we have no way to communicate with each other in the event that we find something or find ourselves in trouble.”

      “That’s… a good point,” the young man conceded.

      “I say we go down,” Erica decided. “Whenever there is something really important that people are trying to keep a secret, they always place it in their basement.”

      “I’m not sure I understand your logic there, but I agree that traveling down is the best idea we have right now,” I said.

      “Then it’s decided. Down we go.” Erica clapped her hands.

      With our decision made, we traveled down the stairs, which were brightly lit like the rest of the place, though this actually made me warier than if everything had been dark. I wondered if I had become so used to ruins and other dark places that I could no longer deal with light.

      There were very few Sekbeists to fight as we traveled down. Fortunately, none of them were difficult to deal with. I had already reached a state of spiritualism where firing off condensed beams of water and lightning nonstop was as easy as breathing. Sekbeist after Sekbeist fell with smoking holes in their chests.

      After the first staircase, we traveled through several hallways. These halls had numerous traps, like ceilings that collapsed when you put your foot on the wrong tile, trapdoors that opened up to a spike-filled pit, and axes that fell from the sky. There were even some rune-activated traps that launched elemental attacks.

      We barely had to deal with any of them, and the reason was because of the Sekbeists.

      “It looks like the Sekbeists have already triggered most of the traps,” Erica said with a pensive frown. She looked at one of the Sekbeist corpses, an Elite whose arms had been ripped off. It looked like someone or something with massive jaws had clamped on his arms and bitten them off. The Sekbeist’s last expression was frozen in horror.

      “That’s both a good thing but also worrying,” I said. “We don’t have to worry about triggering any of the traps, but if they have already triggered most of the traps, it means they might have found whatever they came here for.”

      “Then we should hurry,” Tungsten said, and Erica, myself, and the others agreed.

      We rushed forward, reaching the end of the hall and entering a large room. I could not see the other side of this room, which surprised me, but then I glanced down at where the floor suddenly disappeared. Several dozen meters from the door we had just entered through was a massive abyss.

      I walked over to the edge of the abyss and looked down. It didn’t look like there was anything at the bottom, which made me wonder how big this floating island was. It was obviously huge. I’d seen it from the outside, but I don’t know, somehow, seeing something like this inside of the palace made me understand that this object floating in the sky was even bigger than I originally believed it to be.

      “How are we going to get across this?” asked one of the women.

      “I can carry you,” I suggested. “I have a technique called the Jump Step, which allows me to basically walk on air. It will take multiple trips though. I can only carry so many people at a time.” I paused, then grimaced. “Also, since I’m not sure how far the other side is, I don’t know if I’ll have enough Spiritual Power to actually make it.”

      “Let’s save that as a last resort,” Tungsten said as he looked around before pointing out something that the rest of us missed. “It looks like there is something built into the ceiling.”

      I looked up and saw a chain that was hanging just a little above the wall. Following the chain, I saw that it traveled toward the wall, where it was being held up by a pulley. The remaining chain went straight down and ended in a lever.

      “I guess we need to pull this.” I walked up to the lever and placed my hand on it. “Is everyone ready? Make sure you are prepared in case this is a trap.”

      Everyone confirmed their readiness, so I pulled the lever. High above me, the chains cranked and moved. I listened to the sound while stepping away from the lever and watched on with the others. As the seconds ticked by, I finally saw something appearing from within the darkness, traveling toward us. It was…

      “A gondola?” I muttered in disbelief. I had seen these before, but none of them were this impressive. They were crude objects that required manpower to use. This one bore an aesthetically pleasing appearance similar to the carriages rich nobles rode in. Silver crawled across the surface, creating shapes that resembled runes. The fact that something like this was in such good shape after who-knew-how-many centuries of disuse was impressive.

      But what was even more impressive was that the gondola appeared to be moving on its own.

      As the gondola came to a stop, Erica walked up to the object and rapped her knuckles against it several times. A metallic but hollow sound rang out. She looked around some, then opened the door and turned back to us.

      “I guess we’re supposed to go inside.” She smiled. “All aboard.”

      None of us had much choice, so our group traveled inside. The interior was spacious. There were no seats, just a space surrounded by four walls, a floor, and a ceiling. Nothing else existed inside of this chamber.

      “I guess one of us needs to pull that lever again,” Erica said… and then looked at me. When she looked at me, Tungsten and everyone else turned to me as well.

      Sighing, I said, “I’ll do it.”

      I knew Erica was suggesting I be the one to pull the lever because I had the Flash Step, but I was a little resentful that she was making me do it without even asking how I felt about it.

      Wearing a mildly annoyed frown, I hopped out of the gondola and made for the lever.
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      Meeting with the empress was not an easy thing to do despite living in the same place. I had not seen Empress Hilda since before the Demon Beast attacked Nevaria. I knew this was because she was busy dealing with a whole host of problems.

      As the sovereign ruler of this city-state, she was responsible for overseeing the repairs on the city, allocating funds to various groups and businesses, meeting with delegates and nobles to discuss the situation, and this was on top of all the other duties she had been responsible for before the Demon Beast attack. She couldn’t drop all that work just to meet with me.

      I spent my days with Kari, Fay, and Lin. Sometimes I would spend my day with all three of them. Other days I would take one of them into the city and spend the day with them alone. I tried to be a good fiancé by giving them as much of my attention as equally as I could, though I did recognize that I probably gave Kari a little more attention than either Fay or Lin. She and I had been married in all but name in my past life, so I couldn’t help that. Despite my show of favoritism, neither Fay nor Lin complained. I oftentimes felt like they were too good for me.

      At the moment, all four of us were sparring.

      “Take this!” Lin shouted as she slammed her tail into the ground. The floor shattered underneath her incredible power. I shuddered to think about what would have happened if I hadn’t moved away in time. This snake-woman really didn’t know how to hold back!

      While I was busy admiring the damage Lin had done to the courtyard floor, Kari and Fay appeared on either side of me. Kari, holding a wooden ranseur meant for sparring in her hand, thrust out her weapon as though to pierce me through the head. On the other hand, Fay threw out a pair of punishing blows that would have snapped my arm like a twig if I let the attack land.

      Good thing I had no intention of letting that happen.

      I didn’t bother using the Flash Step to avoid their attacks. I tilted my body backward. The ranseur flew past my head, missing me by a hair. At the same time, while dodging the ranseur, I spun around and swatted Fay’s hands with a quick swipe, which knocked both fists off course and caused Fay to stumble forward—right into my knee.

      “Hurk!”

      The redhead doubled over as I struck her in the gut, though it was more like she had walked into it. I had simply used her own momentum against her. The attack was powerful enough to launch Fay into the air. With her temporarily out of the picture, I began dodging Kari’s attacks, which had grown more vicious.

      Ranseurs were generally used as thrusting weapons. They were great for piercing opponents, but they also had another use, and that was trapping an enemy’s weapon in the space below the main blade. I had already learned the hard way not to use the Dragon’s Tail Ruler when attacking her.

      While I dodged her thrusts, Lin came up behind me and tried to strike my lower back with a powerful corkscrew punch. I twisted my body away. My hope was that Kari would accidentally hit her, giving me a chance to back off and get some breathing room. Unfortunately for me, that wasn’t what happened.

      Kari and Lin either knew what I was planning or just worked really well together. Rather than striking each other, they turned on the spot and attacked me in sync. I soon found myself being forced back as the two double-teamed me. Kari attacked with her ranseur, spinning and dancing and thrusting at me with movements so swift they were nothing but a blur. Meanwhile, Lin had created a set of ethereal poison claws made from Spiritual Power that she attacked me with. The dark purple claws extended from her hands and left smoke trails as though the atmosphere was being burned.

      Matters only became worse when Fay recovered and attacked, making it three-on-one instead of two-on-one.

      Finding myself on the verge of losing, I realized I couldn’t afford to take it easy on them, so I activated the Second State of Spiritualism, taking my Spiritual Aura into my body and using my increased physical abilities to push them back.

      I blocked a swing of Kari’s ranseur, knocked it out of her hand with a swift kick to her knuckles, then stamped on the ground and thrust my palm into her chest. As she flew backward from my strike, Lin attacked me with several claw swipes. Blood spurted from several wounds on my body. Smoke hissed out of the wounds as the poison corroded my skin. I relied on my water element to heal the damage and retaliated with a powerful kick that knocked her back. Immediately after kicking Lin away, Fay came in from my blind spot. Dodging Fay’s punch, which had only been a tad slower than Kari’s thrust, I grabbed the woman’s arm, rotated our bodies, and used her momentum as leverage to flip her over my shoulder. Fay’s screaming stopped when she swallowed her tongue after smacking back first against the hard ground.
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Huffing a little, I looked at the girls as they lay on the ground around me, not quite beaten but still exhausted. I used the time they picked themselves up to wipe the sweat from my face so it wouldn’t get in my eyes.

      Kari, Lin, and Fay were all relying on the Second State of Spiritualism to spar against me. Of course, this meant their physical prowess was more impressive than almost any Spiritualist in Nevaria. Not only had they reached the Second State of Spiritualism, but they had used my Body Forging Pills to increase their physique. Even without the Second State of Spiritualism, all of them were capable of punching holes through walls with their bare fists.

      “How is it… that even when we have you… outnumbered three to one… we still can’t win?” asked Kari as she set the butt of her ranseur on the ground and leaned against it. Sweat streamed down her face and neck. A drop trailed down her cleavage and disappeared beneath her clothes as she breathed heavily through her mouth.

      I shrugged but didn’t take my eyes off them. Lin was trying to sneak around behind me, and I didn’t want to be caught unaware.

      “Experience,” I suggested. “You girls are amazingly talented and strong, but I still have more experience at fighting than you.”

      As I said this, I sidestepped to the left, dodging an ethereal poison snake that Lin had sent at me, then spun around and met Lin’s claws with a powerful fist covered in the lightning element.

      “GYAAAA!!!”

      Lin screeched as she jerked backward, falling to the ground and twitching as arcs of lightning coursed over her body. They looked like snakes crawling along her skin. The lightning did a good job paralyzing her.

      That seemed to be Fay and Kari’s cue to attack. They used the Flash Step to close the distance. I frowned as I went to attack them, but then paused and spun around, raising my left foot in a kick that knocked back Kari’s ranseur.

      “How did you see through that?!” Kari asked as the afterimage she had tried to fool me with vanished.

      “What do you mean how? I made this technique. It’s obvious I would know when you’re trying to fool me with an afterimage.”

      I grinned as I kicked Kari’s legs out from underneath her. At the same time, I countered Fay’s punch by knocking her hand upward, rotating my entire arm, and locking her fist underneath my armpit. The redhead struggled to break free, but I knocked her senseless with a powerful headbutt. A loud cracking noise echoed around the courtyard. My attack caused her legs to give out. She fell onto her rear end, her eyes spinning in their sockets.

      “Okay.” I sighed. “I think we’re done sparring for the day.”

      Whenever we finished sparring, I would always use the water element to heal the girls of whatever injuries they had suffered, and today was no different. As they sat there, I placed my hands over them and channeled the water element through them. Soft blue light enveloped my hands. It extended into the girls, who sighed in relief as their injuries vanished.

      “I can’t believe we lost again,” Kari complained. “I thought we had you for sure this time.”

      “You’re still a decade too soon to beat me,” I said with a laugh, which caused Kari to pout. There was no way I’d tell her that they had been a pinch away from forcing me to use the Third State of Spiritualism to combat them. I wanted them to grow stronger, so I was trying my best to fight without relying on the Third State of Spiritualism, which would make me so powerful none of them would stand a chance.

      “Next time.” Kari crossed her arms and pouted. “Next time, we’re going to win for sure.”

      “I’ll be looking forward to it,” I said honestly.

      “You really don’t go easy on us, do you?” Fay said, rotating her now healed arms. The muscles in her shoulders flexed.

      “Going easy on you would defeat the entire purpose of this training,” I told her. “The goal in all of this is to sharpen your combat senses and teach you to work as a team in order to overcome a stronger opponent. If you can defeat me when I’m using the Second State of Spiritualism, then you should be more than capable of defeating A-Rank Demon Beasts that are on the cusp of reaching the S-rank.” I paused for a moment before switching topics. “Speaking of the States of Spiritualism, I believe it’s time you three learned more about the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      When the girls realized I was about to begin teaching them something important, they made themselves more comfortable. Instead of lying sprawled on the ground like a couple of dead hogs, each of them moved back until they were sitting against the wall of the courtyard we had been using for our spar. I stood before them and quickly reviewed what I wanted to teach in my head.

      “The Third State of Spiritualism is the next level up from the Second State of Spiritualism,” I began. “The first state is forming a Spiritual Aura, the second state is taking that aura into your body to increase your physical prowess, while the third state is becoming one with your element. It is completely different from the other two states, which requires you to increase your Spiritual Power and refine your control.”

      Kari, Lin, and Fay nodded their heads. They already knew this much. However, I believed it was important to start from this point so they would understand my lesson better.

      “When a Spiritualist becomes one with his or her element, they are able to transform their body into that element. However, this isn’t the only thing they are capable of. A Spiritualist who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism no longer has to rely on movements to activate a Spiritual Technique. Their body and mind have become so aligned with their Spiritual Power and element that they can manipulate the element to form any attack they please.”

      As I said this, Fay’s eyes suddenly widened. “This is why you never taught me any Spiritual Techniques, isn’t it?!”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Aside from it just being better to only have one or two techniques that you have mastered, once you have reached the Third State of Spiritualism, it doesn’t matter how many Spiritual Techniques you have because you no longer need to use them. You can just manipulate your element to do whatever you want. If you can imagine it, you can create it.”

      As I spoke, I lifted my hand and channeled Spiritual Power through my palm. Lightning crackled. Arcs of electricity skittered over my hand before turning into a very accurate bust of Fay. The redhead stared at the bust of her, made from my Spiritual Power and the lightning element, then grew pensive as I dismissed the lightning.

      “I see… that makes a frightening amount of sense now…”

      While Fay went into deep thought, I continued my lecture. “There are several ways to reach the Third State of Spiritualism. The quickest yet most dangerous way is to experience enlightenment during battle. Sometimes when you are forced into a life and death situation, your mind becomes far sharper, and you can realize your full potential by breaking through your own limits. However, this method is hard and literally requires you to be in a battle where your life is on the line.”

      The three girls paled. I just smiled. This was more or less how I had reached the Third State of Spiritualism in my previous life, though I didn’t plan on telling them that.

      “The second way is through slow enlightenment,” I continued. “This method is the longest, but it is also the most profound because it allows you to become intimately familiar with your element. Reaching the third state this way involves spending long hours meditating and looking inside of yourself in order to come into contact with the element you are aligned to. It generally takes decades to reach the Third State of Spiritualism this way.”

      “That way seems a little long,” Lin said.

      “It is.” I agreed. “Speaking of, how long does it take for a Lamia to reach the Third State of Spiritualism?”

      Tilting her head and thumping her tail against the ground as she pondered this question, Lin slowly answered me with only a little uncertainty. “This princess is not completely sure, but she believes it is different for each Lamia. Some simply have a better grasp of their element than others. This princess is actually fairly close to understanding her element, so it shouldn’t take more than a year at most to reach the Third State of Spiritualism. Fortunately, we Lamia do not require long hours of meditation. We will naturally reach the third state, provided we live long enough.”

      That was about what I had expected her to say. Lamia were different from humans. They were like a combination of Demon Beast and human, able to use Spiritual Techniques without the need for movements and capable of growing stronger simply by living. It was no wonder Queen Medusa had been so strong. That woman had been capable of fighting both Kari and me at the same time.

      “I’m so jealous of you, Lin,” Kari said with a sigh. “You grow stronger merely by being alive.”

      “But this princess thinks your way of gaining strength is a lot more admirable, Big Sister,” Lin said. “This princess doesn’t have to do anything. You on the other hand work really hard, and it allows your strength to soar far more quickly than this princess.”

      “I guess.”

      “Is there a third method of reaching the Third State of Spiritualism?” asked Fay.

      “There is.” Stroking my chin, I explained the final method I knew of. “By using alchemy pills, it is possible for someone to forcefully reach the Third State of Spiritualism. I know of several pills that will allow this. However, while using pills is a quick and easy method of reaching the Third State, it is also the most unstable. Because you have not attained enlightenment nor become intimate with your element, it takes longer for you to unleash the full potential of this state.”

      “So what you are saying is that we shouldn’t rely on the third method?” asked Kari with a tilt of her head.

      “I didn’t say that.” Shaking my head, I continued. “There’s nothing wrong with using alchemy pills to increase your cultivation, but I also don’t think you should rely completely on this method either. What we’ll be doing to help you two achieve the Third State of Spiritualism is using a combination of the second and third methods. I plan to refine a pill that will help you both with your cultivation. The pill I plan on refining is called the Elemental Enlightenment Pill. As the name suggests, it is a pill that allows someone to reach deep inside of themselves during meditation and come into contact with their elemental affinity.”

      Once I finished my explanation, I released a heavy sigh and sat down beside the girls. Kari made room for me between her and Fay. She leaned her head on my shoulder, and then Lin, who sat on Kari’s other side, moved her tail so it was lying lengthwise across me, Kari, and Fay.

      “Unfortunately, the Elemental Enlightenment Pill requires a number of ingredients that can only be found by traveling deeper into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I’ll have to plan an expedition out there so we can gather them.”

      “What kind of ingredients do you need?” asked Kari.

      “The ones that require traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range are the Spiritual Root of a one-thousand-year-old oak tree and the monster core of an A-Rank Demon Beast with the elemental affinity of the person I’m refining the pill for. That means we’ll need to find a Demon Beast with a fire affinity and one with a light affinity.”

      I glanced at Lin. Alchemy pills were not very effective on Lamia, but I had learned through trial and error that they weren’t ineffective either. That made me wonder if the Elemental Enlightenment Pill would work on her. The alchemy pills I had refined didn’t seem to work on Lin because she was already so strong, but perhaps a pill that did something other than increase her strength would be more effective? It was worth a shot.

      “Are there Demon Beasts with a light affinity?” asked Fay.

      “There are several, actually,” I said. “And I know where at least one of them is located.”

      In my previous life, I had somehow gained Kari’s light affinity. While I had reached the Third State of Spiritualism for my water and lightning affinities using the first method I mentioned to them, I reached the third state for the light affinity by using the third method. Of course, this meant I was not as good with the light element as I had been with the water and lightning elements. It had taken years of grueling training for me just to get a handle on the light element, and even then, I had not been able to go past the Third State of Spiritualism.

      Speaking of, I would need to begin meditating soon. While I couldn’t say anything for sure, I believed I might be able to use the light element now.

      While the four of us were relaxing, the door to our left opened and Garret walked out. The old man with the handlebar mustache and widow’s peak paused upon seeing the extensive amount of damage done to the courtyard. The floor had cracks, dents, and holes all over it. Taking a deep breath as though attempting to keep calm, he looked at me and bowed.

      “Lord Eryk, her Majesty, Empress Hilda, has requested your presence.”

      Oh? Empress Hilda was finally willing to see me? That either meant she had a break from work or there was something she needed.

      Standing up, I said goodbye to the girls and gestured for Garret to lead the way.

      I wondered what Empress Hilda wanted to speak to me about.
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      Garret led me into a large room that seemed bigger than it actually was because of how few decorations were present. The mostly open space featured a small table with chairs off to one side, and on the other side was a couch. Four columns reached the ceiling. I didn’t know if they were meant as support or decoration. At the very back of this office was a desk, where Empress Hilda was sitting.

      Empress Hilda was a blonde woman with long hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. She looked like a slightly older version of Kari. Few were the differences between them. The most gregarious difference was the sizes of their bust. Kari was the possessor of a chest that caused heads to turn, while Empress Hilda’s was far more modest. 

      “Your Majesty Hilda,” Garret started with a bow. “I’ve brought Master Eryk to you, as requested.”

      “Thank you,” Empress Hilda looked up from whatever she had been working on, smiled at Garret, then glanced at me. “Come closer, Eryk. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

      Garret bowed once more as he backed away. Meanwhile, I walked closer to the desk the empress was sitting behind.

      Empress Hilda was not alone. Valence, her first husband and Kari’s blood-related father, stood behind her. He wore the golden armor of an Imperial Royal Guard general. The gleaming chestplate, shoulder pauldrons, vambraces, and greaves gave his already impressive physique and height a majestic aesthetic. His face was cold as if carved from stone. While he didn’t move so much as a muscle, he did follow me with his eyes.

      It was kind of disconcerting.

      As I reached the desk, I studied Empress Hilda. She was wearing makeup, something I couldn’t remember seeing her wear before, and her shoulders were hunched forward as though weighed down by something.

      “You look tired,” I said without thinking.

      While Valence shifted slightly, Empress Hilda gave me a tired smile. “I have been rather busy lately. As the ruler of Nevaria, I have to allocate funds toward any projects dealing with the reconstruction of the city, read through reports regarding matters and problems the city has, create and sign off on reformations that I believe will benefit the city, and reject proposals that I believe will not help Nevaria grow, which often causes me to be at odds with whoever brought forth the proposal. The Demon Beast attack only added more to my workload, so I have not been able to take a break for two months.”

      I had no idea what went into ruling a nation, and when I was the leader of Brave Vesperia, Kari was the one who had done most of the work. She understood the inner workings of running a sect better than me because of her mother’s teachings. Now that I was standing here, listening to this impressive woman speak frankly with me, I could fully appreciate how difficult Kari had it back when she and I created a sect together.

      “If you are calling for me now, you either have something so important to speak to me about that it couldn’t wait any longer, or you are mostly finished with your work,” I deduced.

      “It’s the latter in this case.” Setting down her quill, Empress Hilda leaned back in her chair and studied me. Because she looked like a more mature version of Kari, it was a little unnerving. Just a little. “I have not had much time to speak with you about the Demon Beast attack, but now that my workload has settled down, I would like to ask for your opinion on the matter. You have already told me about Dyr and her unique power, but I would like to ask if you believe she was the only problem. More specifically, I want to know about the one you believed was manipulating events from the shadows. What was his name again? Skygge, wasn’t it?”

      At the mention of Dyr, my heart grew heavy, though I did not let my own guilt over what happened consume me. I knew I had done everything I could to save her. I also knew that pondering over “what ifs” and “if only I had done this instead” would not help. She was gone, and no amount of wishful thinking could change that.

      Instead of wallowing over my failure, I turned my thoughts toward Skygge. Recalling the final battle inside of the sewers, I remembered how I had cut off Skygge’s head, but more than that, I thought back on how his head had not been a human head. That man had not been human at all.

      He had been a Sekbeist.

      For just a moment, I considered lying to Empress Hilda. I was worried that if I revealed what I knew, she would somehow uncover my secret, that I had traveled back in time and was actually several decades old. The thought only lasted for a moment, however. Even if she somehow figured out my secret, it wasn’t like it mattered.

      Nevaria’s safety came first.

      “You are right to be curious about that man,” I said with a sigh. “I’m sure Kari gave you a basic rundown of what happened in the sewers. The one known as Skygge was not human. He is what’s known as a Sekbeist. I do not know exactly what they are. The only thing I’m certain of is that they are an enemy of mankind and that they were also responsible for the Great Catastrophe several thousand years ago.”

      I paused here and looked at Empress Hilda. I was expecting to see shock, or perhaps even fear, but that was not what I found. Instead, I was the one who became shocked when I saw not even a hint of surprise on the empress’s face.

      “What do you know about these Sekbeists?” asked Empress Hilda, placing her elbows on the desk and leaning forward as though to study me closer.

      Taking a deep breath to mask my surprise, I brought to mind all the information I had gained on the Sekbeists up to now.

      “The Sekbeists are a warlike race from another world. They are divided into four classifications: Grunts, Elites, Beasts, and Warlords. Aside from that last one, these are classifications that humans came up with. I don’t know if the Sekbeists classify themselves like this.” I paused to collect my thoughts. “Grunts are the weakest of the entire race, but they are also the most numerous. Elites are intelligent, capable of human speech, and a few of them have proven themselves capable of using the darkness element like Skygge. Beasts are intelligent and powerful enough to destroy buildings with their bare hands. That said, they cannot use the darkness element like Elites can. However, the true threat is the Warlords. They’re even more powerful than the Beasts, but they are also able to use the darkness element to create weapons that have the ability to erase everything they touch.”

      Empress Hilda remained perfectly still as she listened to me talk. Her face gave away nothing. I couldn’t tell if she was surprised or not by everything I was telling her. When I finished, I took a deep breath and stood there, waiting for her to say something.

      “You seem to know a lot about these Sekbeists,” she said at last. “It sounds as if you’ve had run-ins with them before.”

      I pondered what I should say in response to that, then shrugged. “The Sekbeists are my second greatest enemy and a threat to everything I love. I have fought them on several occasions.”

      “Is that so?” Empress Hilda glanced at Valence. “Please bring the book that is kept hidden within the Royal Treasury.”

      “Yes, My Lady,” Valence said with a low bow. He glanced at me once more, then moved from behind Empress Hilda and made for the door, leaving the empress and me alone.

      “Empress Hilda?” I asked.

      “I believe I asked that you call me ‘Mom,’ did I not?” Empress Hilda said with a slight, but dangerous smile.

      “Uh… right… um… Mom.” No matter how many times I said it, the word still sounded weird coming from me. Having been an orphan my entire life, I simply couldn’t get used to it. I didn’t think that discomfort would ever go away.

      “Your knowledge of the Sekbeists is quite extensive, but it is also lacking,” Empress Hilda said to me, once more sending a ripple of shock through my body.

      “You… know about the Sekbeists?” I asked, unable to hide my surprise.

      Empress Hilda nodded as her expression turned grave. “Nevaria was built as a bastion against the Sekbeist incursion many thousands of years ago. The Astralia Royal Family has been protectors of this knowledge since the founding of this city. Have you never wondered why every person who becomes Nevaria’s ruler takes on the Astralia Family name? It is because only an Astralia is allowed to possess this knowledge.”

      I think I had become so shocked that I was growing numb. Empress Hilda was hitting me with too many surprises. Even so, the longer I thought about what she said, the more it made sense, the more everything made sense. I now felt like I understood why the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria happened in my previous life. Of course, the conclusion I reached was frightening.

      “You suspected Skygge was a Sekbeist after learning about him from Kari,” I said at last. It was not a question.

      “I did.” Empress Hilda answered me anyway. “When I was first inaugurated as empress, my father-in-law shared the secret of the Sekbeists with me.” She breathed in, held it for one second, then released it as a weary sigh as if she were expelling her exhaustion. “I have reason to believe that many of the incidents that have happened in Nevaria within the past hundred years have been the direct result of Sekbeist interference. The assassination of the Alchemist Association’s most prominent members, the loss of knowledge regarding Spiritualism, the Leucht Family’s recent betrayal, and even the destruction of the Händler Family. I’m fairly certain all of it can be laid at their feet.”

      Rubbing my face, I tried to come to terms with what I was being told. Everything made too much sense. It made so much sense that I was getting a headache.

      I had long since stopped wondering why the Demon Beast Invasion had happened in my previous life, but now that I was being told this, I understood that it had all been a plot by the Sekbeists to destroy Nevaria. That said, I did wonder why they were going about this in such a roundabout manner. Could it be that they didn’t have the numbers required to destroy the city-state? Maybe there was some other reason they couldn’t outright attack us? Perhaps this city had a secret defense that could be activated in the event of a Sekbeist attack? I had no idea.

      My head was spinning.

      Valence arrived through the door several moments later, carrying a large book in his hands. He set the book on the desk and took up his position behind Empress Hilda again.

      The book was thicker than any I had ever seen. It must have been several thousand pages. It was also about two or three times the size of most leather-bound books. The cover was old and faded, and while the pages were in surprisingly good condition, I could tell from how yellow they were that this book was thousands of years old.

      Empress Hilda grabbed the book and flipped it open. She did not appear to be reading through the pages, but merely glancing at it with nostalgia.

      “I shall inform you about what I know of the Sekbeists, so please pay attention,” Empress Hilda began, and I straightened my spine as I listened closely. “The ones you classified as ‘Elites’ can be divided into two types: Warriors and Shamans. Warriors rely purely on physical abilities and can only use the darkness element to use basic techniques, while the Shamans are like Spiritualists. However, their talent to manipulate the darkness element is far greater than most Spiritualists. Only someone who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism can match them. From what I know, Shamans are very rare, so there aren’t anywhere near as many of them as there are Warriors. At least, that is what was written in this book.”

      I tried my best to absorb the information she was giving me. This was incredibly valuable knowledge that I did not have in my previous life.

      “Similarly, the ones you call Beasts and Warlords are actually one and the same,” she continued, once more correcting my faulty knowledge. “Warlords are just Beasts who have lived for thousands of years and gained the ability to touch a mysterious power called the Void.”

      “The Void?” I asked.

      “The Void is… hard to describe,” Empress Hilda said, halting as though unsure of how to explain what she wanted to say. “It is believed to be a higher tier of the darkness element, but the explanations in this book are vague. The Void has the ability to cut through every known substance. Only a material known as mythril can withstand it, and even mythril will eventually be destroyed if it touches the Void too many times.” She paused to take a deep breath. “Supposedly, a race known as the Dweorgs are able to craft weapons and armor that can withstand the powers of the Void, but they have not been seen in our realm since the Great Catastrophe.”

      So Empress Hilda even knew about the Dweorgs? Did that mean she also knew about the nine realms?

      “Among the many things I have learned about the Sekbeists, perhaps the one that is the most disturbing is that none of the ones you just mentioned are their greatest threat. Sadly...” Empress Hilda flipped to a page near the middle, where numerous frayed edges showed that several pages of the book were missing, having been torn off in the distant past. “… The information we have on the greatest threat is gone. From what little remains in this book, there is another class of Sekbeist who are even more powerful than Warlords. They are simply referred to as Lords, and next to nothing about them is known.”

      Empress Hilda continued flipping through random pages of the book, but then she slowly shut it and pushed it toward me. I glanced at it with uncertainty. The empress smiled when she saw this.

      “I would like to let you borrow this book and read through it,” she explained. “I’m sure it will be informative and help you gain a better understanding of our enemy.”

      “I understand.” I could have said many things, could have asked her why she was letting me borrow something so valuable, could have asked if she was really okay with this, but all I did was pick the book up and hold it to my chest. “I will familiarize myself with this book’s contents quickly. Thank you.”

      “Think nothing of it.” Empress Hilda waved off my thanks like what she had done wasn’t a big deal. “You are marrying my daughter. That makes you my son. You also already have a lot of knowledge of the Sekbeists and have made them your enemy. The Sekbeists are enemies of humanity, just as you said, so I’m lending you that book in the hopes that the knowledge contained within will help you better combat them should they appear again in the future.”

      I nodded and was about to turn around. Empress Hilda’s words had been spoken with a clear tone of dismissal. However, just before I turned, I remembered what I wanted to speak with her about.

      “Empress… erm… Mom?” I said tentatively.

      A large smile blossomed on the empress’s face. “Yes?”

      “I have a request…”

      “What is your request?”

      Taking a deep breath, I said, “I would like to form a sect whose purpose is exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range, gathering medicinal ingredients and monster cores, and securing the area surrounding our city to prevent future attacks.”

      My biggest reason for wanting to create a sect was because of the Alchemist Association’s current problem. Nevaria could not afford to run out of alchemy pills, but if the Alchemist Association had no ingredients, they couldn’t refine pills. My goal was to create a group that would explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range, discover new areas heavy with ingredients, and slay Demon Beasts for their monster cores, which were a key ingredient in many pills.

      As soon as I finished speaking, the smile on Empress Hilda’s face widened even further, as though she had been waiting for this moment. “I’ll speak to the Eieran Family about finding a building that you can use as your sect’s headquarters. Once you have everything ready, we can have the town criers announce your sect’s creation and inform everyone that you are looking for members.”

      “Sounds good. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Knowing a dismissal when I heard one, I bowed to Empress Hilda, turned around, and left the room behind.
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        * * *

      

      The evening was late. I sat before my desk, staring at the two moons that floated in the velvet sky above. A cool breeze blew in through the open window. It buffeted my long green hair, but I paid no attention to that as I thought about all the things I had learned today. Sitting in front of me was the book Empress Hilda had loaned me. It was currently open.

      This book answered some of my biggest questions, but it also left me with more questions than answers. Beyond that, it made me realize that even though I had defeated Skygge and the Leucht Family, the danger Nevaria was in still hadn’t vanished.

      Skygge was an Elite Sekbeist of the Shaman class. I did not know how long he had been working with the Leucht Family, but that hardly mattered. A Shaman had been working with a noble family to eradicate Nevaria. Had he been working alone? Was he part of a larger group? I did not know, and not knowing left me fearful that there might be an even larger threat lurking somewhere beyond my perception.

      Lord. An existence beyond Warlord. Had Skygge been working on his own, or was there a Lord out there somewhere who had been controlling Skygge’s actions? The very thought sent a chill down my spine.

      As these thoughts whirled around inside my mind, incessantly worrying me, a knock sounded at my door, followed by a voice.

      “Eryk?” Kari asked. “Eryk, are you in there?”

      “I am here.” I stood up and turned toward the door. “The door is unlocked if you want to come inside.”

      The door opened and Kari entered the room, closing it behind her and locking it shut.

      Gazing upon this young woman, I could not help but admire her choice of clothing and the way it looked on her. Her blue negligee was several shades lighter than her eyes. Black lace went around the hem and formed straps over her shoulders. A bow in the middle tied the two ends together, keeping her massive breasts from being completely exposed. The V-shaped gap beneath her breasts allowed me to see the expansive and glorious sight of her soft stomach and cute belly button. Beneath that, she was only wearing lace underwear tied together with a thin string.

      “I hope no one else saw you in that,” I said at last.

      Kari smiled. “Don’t worry. I used the Flash Step to get here. None of the maids, butlers, or guards saw me.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Are you okay, Eryk?” Kari suddenly asked. “You’ve been distracted ever since you went to speak with Mother.”

      “Nothing gets past you, does it?” I asked with a wry smile.

      Her smile turned into a grin. “I am your fiancée, after all. I like to think I know my future husband very well.”

      Chuckling a little, I held out my hands. “Come here.”

      Placing her hands in mine, Kari allowed me to lead her to my bed, where the two of us sat down. I didn’t say anything at first. As the soft foam underneath me conformed to our bottoms, I thought about everything I had learned from the empress and reading the book she had loaned me. Kari didn’t rush me. She sat there, staring at my face with a knowing look in her eyes like she knew I would tell her what was on my mind in due time.

      “I’ve discovered some information that makes me question a lot of the knowledge I have been taking for granted,” I said at last before launching into an explanation of what I had discussed with Empress Hilda.

      Unlike her mother, Kari became shocked by the things I told her. Her eyes widened when I informed her of the Sekbeists, her face paled when I talked about what kind of creatures they were, and her body shivered as I told her of the threat they represented. Despite all that, she still listened to me until the very end.

      “It sounds like these Sekbeists are a big problem,” she said at last.

      I almost snorted. “That’s an understatement if I ever heard one. They are likely one of the greatest threats we will ever face. I…” Trailing off when I saw the strange expression on Kari’s face, I slowly realized that she was thinking hard about something and grew curious. “Is something wrong?”

      “… No,” she said at last. “At least, I don’t think so.” She paused and looked down at her hands. “It’s just that… I feel like I’ve heard of these Sekbeists before, but I can’t figure out when or where. It’s like… like I should know about them for reasons I don’t fully understand.” She looked up and sent me an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. That probably doesn’t make much sense.”

      I frowned for only a moment before wrapping an arm around Kari’s shoulder and pulling her to me. She didn’t resist. Leaning her head on my shoulder, Kari scooted her body across the bed until our thighs and hips were touching.
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“I wouldn’t say it doesn’t make sense, but it does sound odd,” I said at last. “It could be that you have heard the Sekbeist mentioned somewhere before and just can’t remember when. Maybe your mother mentioned them once.”

      “Maybe…” Kari didn’t sound convinced, but she didn’t say anything either.

      A gentle silence descended upon us. Neither of us was willing to break the silence right away. However, I eventually looked back at her—more specifically, I looked at the massive amount of cleavage that was visible thanks to her clothing.

      “Was there a specific reason you dressed like this tonight?” I asked casually.

      “I am glad you asked.” Kari lifted her head from my shoulder and grinned at me. “Since tonight is my night to sleep with you, I thought I would wear something provocative.”

      As she spoke, Kari leaned up and placed a kiss on my cheek. I took a deep breath. My heart was pounding in my chest, and I could already feel my libido skyrocketing. It didn’t take much for this woman to drive me crazy.

      “You certainly accomplished your goal,” I admitted, turning my head to face her. “You really do look incredibly sexy. It’s taking everything I have to hold myself back.”

      A brilliant sparkle shone in Kari’s eyes. I would have called it childish, but then she placed a hand on my thigh and began rubbing it. The electric feeling of her warmth against mine was like a jolt to my brain.

      “We can’t have that, can we?” Kari purred. “It’s not healthy to hold yourself back like this. Allow me to help you relieve your tension.”

      I couldn’t say much as Kari leaned up and kissed me, but words were no longer needed in this setting. Tilting my head down, I returned Kari’s kiss, though she quickly got the better of me and plunged her tongue into my mouth. She took to kissing the same way she took to exploring dungeons, with a lot of passion and enthusiasm.

      Closing my mouth around her tongue, I sucked on it, enjoying her tangy taste and the sensational friction caused by rubbing our tongues together. Kari released a surprised moan. However, she was soon kissing me harder, her tongue tangling with mine and stirring up saliva between us.

      Meanwhile, she had moved her hand across my thigh and soon reached my crotch. I groaned into her mouth as she rubbed me through my pants. My breathing grew heavy as my nether regions grew stiff and began pushing against her hand and the fabric of my clothing.

      “Off,” Kari mumbled between kisses. “Take those… off…”

      I nodded and broke the kiss long enough to stand up and discard my shirt, pants, and underwear. Kari did not remove her clothes, but I believed she planned on having me remove them later.

      The moment I sat back down, Kari was on me, kissing me again as she reached out and wrapped her hand around my shaft. Her hand was soft and gentle yet also firm. Feeling her hand glide across my burning hot skin felt far better than the few times I had been forced to relieve myself since returning to the past.

      Because I didn’t want to be the only one who received pleasure, I reached down and pressed two fingers against Kari’s still-clothed crotch. The plumpness of her lips as I pushed against the fabric made me even harder. As I stroked her lips from the base near her butt all the way to the top, Kari released several cute noises as her panties became increasingly damp.

      Her breathing had grown heavy. Nasally gasps escaped her mouth as she kept kissing me with fervor. Finally, I slipped my hand inside of her underwear and began stimulating her directly.

      “HRRRNNN!!”

      Kari was already wet as I rubbed my fingers along her outer labia. Her juices coated my fingers as I moved up and then down, enjoying the feel of my fingers being wedged between her soft lips. Her thighs clenched a little when I inserted a finger into her sodden entrance, but then she spread her legs, making it easy for me to pump my finger inside of her.

      I soon inserted a second finger, and I would have pumped in a third, but Kari could not fit three. She had always been tight. Two was her limit.

      “Hrn! Hn! Hrn!”

      The nasal moans and gasps produced by the goddess on my bed spurned me on. The feeling of her soft hand on my throbbing length, rubbing me up and down, smearing my precum over my head, caused a red haze to fall over my vision. Her scent. Her feel. The touch of her lips. Of her tongue. I was getting lost in the sensation that was Kari.

      Still pumping my fingers inside of her, I used my thumb to work her clit out from underneath the small hood of skin. A loud scream echoed inside of my mouth as I rubbed it. The stimulation proved to be too much after having already been so thoroughly worked up, and her insides twitched uncontrollably as she came all over my hand and stained the bed. Like always, Kari was a squirter. At the same time, I lost control over myself. White threads of sperm splattered against her hand.

      “Haaah… haaah… haaaah…”

      “Heeeeh… hooooo…”

      The two of us breathed heavily through our noses and mouths as we spent a moment recovering from our orgasm. Kari’s skin had become a healthy and vibrant shade of red. She looked like she was glowing.

      “Eryk…”

      I pushed Kari onto the bed and leaned over her. I wasn’t sure how I looked to Kari, but right now, I found her irresistible. Her bright and big eyes were hooded and sensual. Her large chest was heaving within the confines of her negligee. While all these thoughts I had right now passed through my head many times, I had never wanted Kari more than I did right now.

      “Kari…” I leaned down and began kissing her neck. Kari sighed and tilted her head, granting me more access. “I want to be inside of you. Right now. I don’t think I can stand another second of this.”

      “Mmm. I know how you feel. I don’t think I can take much more either.”

      Her words were as good as her saying I could do it. Kissing my way down her neck and across her collar bone, I soon reached the swells of her breasts, which I spent a moment kissing before I reached the bow. That I undid with my teeth. As the bow fell away, I pushed her negligee aside and revealed her incredible chest. Her breasts were big but somehow remained perky. It was partly good genetics, but I also think it was because of her strong Spiritual Power. The more powerful a Spiritualist was, the younger and more attractive their bodies became.

      I gazed at the light pink nipples that capped off her breasts, already stiffened from a combination of arousal and cold air. I salivated. Leaning down, I took one of her nipples into my mouth, swirling it between my tongue, nibbling on it, then tugging on it with my teeth.

      “Ahn! Eryk! W-wait! You know how sensitive those aaaaaare!” Kari’s last word was drawn out by a cry as I began playing with her other breast. My fingers easily sank into the soft flesh of her chest. She swung her head back and forth as I played with them, licking one and fondling the other.

      However, both of us knew the main event couldn’t be held off for much longer.

      I soon left her jiggling, heaving bosoms and made my way down her stomach. I spent some time kissing her soft belly. It was completely flat, but she didn’t have a six-pack like Fay, and it wasn’t as taut as Lin’s stomach. There was a softness to her belly that made me want to pinch it, though I spent more time licking and kissing it than anything else. Kari squirmed and moaned as I tended to her.

      Finally, I reached the prize.

      After undoing the strings on her underwear, I removed the article and gazed at Kari’s glistening entrance. Her lips had become engorged from arousal. The puffy petals of her vagina were pink and wet. I actually wanted to eat her out first, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to stand another round of foreplay.

      I wouldn’t either, for that matter.

      Grabbing my dick, I rubbed the tip along her entrance. My cock became coated in her secretions. Kari released a moan of complaint.

      “Stop teasing me and fuck me already!”

      “So impatient,” I muttered as I pushed myself in until my head had become engulfed by her nether lips. The two of us groaned as I kept moving. I was going slowly because I liked seeing how my penis spread her vagina apart, but I also needed to adjust. Kari was not as tight as Lin, but she was still a tight fit.

      “S-shtop…” Kari muttered, slurring her words. “No more… teashing… no more! I—uuuggghhh!”

      I bottomed out inside of Kari. After gazing at our conjoined hips, I looked back at Kari’s face. Her chest had become an even more vibrant hue as blood gathered near the skin. Slick with sweat, it shone in the moonlight as she took several deep, shuddering breaths that caused them to bounce and jiggle. Their weight was enough to make them lean to either side. Leaning over, I pressed my chest to hers and gazed into her eyes.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I’ve… been ready… you’re the one who is… who’s not doing what he’s supposed to…” Kari said through her pants.

      I laughed just a little, then rocked my hips, stopping Kari from saying whatever she had been going to say in response to my laughter. After she released a soft moan, I retracted my hips until just the tip was still inside of her, then thrust it forward. A loud slapping sound echoed around the room as my balls came into contact with her butt cheeks, but that was nothing compared to the noise Kari made.

      “OOOHHHHH!!!! OH, YES!”

      Enjoying that response, I decided that I wanted more. It wasn’t long before I was thrusting inside of her with more vigor than before. The feeling of her wrapping around me was incredible. It felt like I was being rubbed by something softer than velvet. Heat and moisture clung to me as juices leaked from the woman I was making love to. More slapping noises echoed around us, mixed with the strangely lewd sounds of my dick plunging deep into her.

      “Hyk! Hyk! E-Eryk! You’re going sho deep! It feelsh like—ah! Ah! Ahn! Ish like you’re hitting my womb!”

      “Ugh… I’ll never get over… h-how tight you are… Kari!”

      I found that talking soon became impossible. Kari must have been in the same predicament. She was no longer able to say anything, though that was fine. The lewd cries she released were already more than I could bear. If she actually had the capacity to talk and said anything more, I’d probably lose myself and cum right then.

      Not only was Kari’s pussy tighter than a vice, but she was incredibly warm and wet. Her squishy walls conformed around my dick and tried to milk me. The way her walls rubbed against me sent electric jolts of pleasure straight through my brain. I gritted my teeth as my balls began tightening and did my best to stave off my impending orgasm. I needed to wait.

      There was no way I would be the only one cumming.

      Somehow, Kari managed to find her voice and began screaming. “Eryk! I feel it! I’m cumming! I’m cumming! I’m cumming! I-I-I’m… ERYK!!!”

      A bright glow suddenly appeared on her chest as the runes showed up once more. I couldn’t study them as Kari’s legs locked around my backside and pushed me inside of her, until it felt like I was knocking on her womb. I quickly sought out Kari’s hands. I laced my fingers through hers as I grunted and released my own load inside of her. We clenched each other’s hands tight as our bodies shook. Kari’s thighs quivered against me, and my butt clenched and flexed. I thought I might have pulled a muscle there.

      As the feelings subsided, I collapsed forward, straight into Kari’s tits. Her dirty pillows bounced as I rested my head on them. They were covered in sweat, but I honestly loved the feeling. Kari’s strong scent pervaded me and made me horny all over again. If I wasn’t so tired, I would have rubbed my face in her breasts.

      “Eryk…”

      “Hmm?”

      “I’m so tired.”

      I snorted a little and pushed myself up. Kari was gazing at me with half-lidded eyes that were fluttering as if she was fighting against the desire for sleep.

      With a sigh, I climbed off the bed and stood up. I took a moment to gaze at the blonde beauty in my bed, lying there with her legs hanging over the edge. She was dripping with both her own love nectar and my semen. That… actually made me hard again, but Kari clearly wasn’t up for a second round right now.

      I lifted Kari into a princess carry, pulled the covers back with my foot, and climbed into bed. Setting her down, I pulled the covers over us and snuggled close to Kari. She turned on her side, wrapping her arms around me as she buried her face in my chest. I wanted to tell her how much I loved her, but I could already tell from how deep her breathing was that she had fallen asleep.

      “Oh, well.” I sighed. “I can tell her tomorrow.”

      As I closed my eyes, I wondered about those runes one more time. Why did they appear on Kari’s and Fay’s chest when we had sex? Why did they disappear? Why had they become permanently etched onto Lin’s chest like tattoos but not the other two? Would I ever learn about what those symbols meant? I had spoken with Kari, Fay, and Lin about them at length, but none of them could help me figure out what it all meant.

      These thoughts and more swirled around inside my head until, at long last, exhaustion claimed me.
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      A pained cry followed by the sound of a body collapsing echoed behind me. I whipped my head around and became shocked to see one of the Battling Valkyrie members collapsed on the ground, an Elite standing behind her. A sickly grin spread across his face as blood dripped down the dark blade in his hands.

      “Samantha!!” Erica screamed.

      As Erica called out the woman’s name, the Elite tried to merge into the shadows at the feet of the person he had stabbed, but I didn’t let him. With a quick application of the Flash Step, I was right next to him. I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. The mythril weapon, coated in lightning, the runes etched onto its body glowing, cleaved the Sekbeist in half. I only felt a short moment of resistance before one half of the body flew from the other. Both hit the ground with a wet splat.

      “Samantha! Samantha!”

      Erica knelt down and lifted Samantha into her arms. She was heedless of the blood that soaked into her battle dress. All of her attention was on the limp body dangling in her grasp. However, no matter how many times she called Samantha’s name, the woman did not respond. Her eyes were wide open, but they were glazed over in death, a surprised look permanently etched upon them.

      “Dagan! Can you heal her?” Erica looked at the older man.

      Kneeling next to Erica and Samantha, Dagan glanced at the woman in Erica’s arms and slowly shook his aging, bald head.

      “I sadly cannot,” he said. “I can heal many injuries, but I cannot bring the dead back to life. This girl was pierced through the heart. Her death was instantaneous.”

      Erica stifled a sob as she set Samantha back on the ground, stood up, and looked away. Her arms were trembling. She reached up and wiped at her eyes, but her hands were covered in blood, so she ended up smearing some onto her cheeks.

      “Let’s… keep moving,” Erica muttered. “We cannot afford to linger here.”

      None of our companions said anything at first. We glanced at each other as Erica began walking. I was the first to recover and quickly caught up with the woman, while the others followed behind me shortly after.

      This was not the first sneak attack performed by a Sekbeist since we had entered the lower parts of the palace. Several of them had made use of Shadow Walking to launch a surprise attack. We had already lost two people before this, making Samantha the third. The other two had been from the Paladin Sect. Now we were down to eleven people.

      The underground palace we were exploring was like a maze. There were so many twists and turns that it was easy to get lost in. We had been met with numerous dead ends, rooms containing traps, and corpses.

      There had been a lot of corpses.

      If there was one good thing from there being so many Sekbeists, it was that they had already triggered most of the traps. We had only been caught within one. It had been a rune trap that created a blazing conflagration. Fortunately, our armor had been enough to protect us from it.

      “Maybe it is just my imagination, but the Sekbeists seem to be growing more powerful for some reason,” I said as we turned a corner. I was keeping a wary eye out for any more potential ambushes, straining my senses and Spiritual Perception to their fullest.

      Tungsten nodded as he looked at the vaulted ceiling. “It is not your imagination. I’ve noticed it as well. We’ve been running into Sekbeist that can use Spiritual Techniques a lot more.”

      “Back when the Sekbeist first started appearing, none of the Elites were Spiritualists,” said a thin woman who appeared quite young, even though she was actually in her late thirties. Her name was Karen. “However, more and more, it seems like the only Elites we’ve been running into here are Spiritualists.”

      “Not only that, but it appears they can use Spiritual Techniques without the need to use movements like Eryk can,” said Janet, a woman with red hair, blue eyes, and an intense demeanor. “I thought he was the only person who could do that, but now it appears these Sekbeists are able to as well.”

      I didn’t say anything to her words, and neither did Erica and Tungsten, who knew the truth behind my abilities.

      I had already come to believe that I was of mixed blood. I was pretty sure one half of me was human, but the other half was of another race from a higher realm. I still didn’t know which of the other eight realms my other half originated from, but what I did know was that it was higher than Niðavellir, the original home of the Dweorgs. Gilm had theorized that I was either Ljósálfar or Guddomelig. According to him, they were the two races that most closely resembled humans.

      He also said I could be a Drakvar. They were a race of dragon people who could take on a human shape, but I didn’t think that’s what I was. According to him, Drakvar had wings, tails, and scales on their bodies.

      I had none of those.

      We continued traveling deeper into the underground section of the palace, descending stairs, traveling through hallways, and moving across large rooms that had once been majestic but were now derelict.

      Because I had the ability to use Spiritual Perception, I acted as our eyes. However, I soon learned that Spiritual Perception had its limits. I couldn’t detect someone if they were using Shadow Walking. This was how the Sekbeists were able to launch surprise attacks on us, and we ended up losing two more people—one from the Battling Valkyries and another from the Paladin Sect.

      I suppose we should just consider ourselves fortunate that our healers were still alive.

      It felt like hours had passed since we arrived at this floating island, but I was sure it hadn’t been that long.

      We eventually arrived in front of a massive door. Easily three or four times larger than any of us, this door was made from a type of alloy I didn’t recognize and covered in runes. I recognized many of them thanks to Kari’s conversations with Immig. There was Uruz, the rune for untamed potential; Thurisaz for a directed force of destruction and defense; Kenaz, which meant the power of light; Gebo for gifts, both in the sense of sacrifice and of generosity, indicating balance; Hagalaz, the wrath of nature and uncontrolled forces; Isa, meaning a challenge or frustration; and Tiwaz, which stood for honor, justice, leadership, and authority.

      These runes were carved into the surface of this door, connected through lines of power, but I had no idea how they all came together. What sort of meaning did they have? How did they work in conjunction with each other? Maybe Kari could have told me, but while I could create Spiritual Technique scrolls with my runic knowledge, it was not extensive enough for me to figure this one out.

      “It looks like the door has already been unlocked,” Erica said as she placed a hand on the door. “All we need to do is push it open.”

      “Then let’s get started,” Tungsten exclaimed as he walked up to the door.

      The others and I followed suit, placing our hands on the door and pushing with all our might. This door was heavy. It must have weighed several dozen tons. Despite that, we kept at it, and the door eventually released a soft creak as it began opening. Once it had opened enough for us to slip inside, we did so.

      On the other side of the door was a room. A massive room. I glanced at the columns that stood in two lines on either side of us, noticing the artful decorations they possessed, then looked at the intricately ribbed ceiling. It looked like murals had been etched into the ceiling. It was the long-eared figure I recognized from several of the ruins I had visited with Kari and other members of the Explorers Guild. This figure had also been prominently displayed in the first ruin Kari and I explored in the Northern Plains—way back when those young women had been kidnapped.

      Thinking back on it, I was sure those cloaked figures had been Sekbeist seeking to open a portal to another realm so they could bring more of their forces over. We had stopped them back then. Sadly, they were a tenacious bunch and managed to succeed in bringing their army to our realm.

      My gaze was eventually drawn back down, and I peered further in. At the end of this long room was a platform. It looked like there was some kind of crystal coffin standing on the platform, but most of my attention was on the three beings standing beside it.

      Two of them were Sekbeists. Their large bodies were covered in bulky, rippling muscles, which caused their palish green skin to stretch across their bodies like rubber. They wore armor covered in runes that I recognized as Dweorg-made. I couldn’t tell what the armor was made of, but the blackness, darker than obsidian, seemed to frighten away the light. Given their sheer size and mass, these Sekbeists were obviously of the Warlord variety.

      However, it was the one in the middle who caught my attention the most.

      He was stout, coming up to no more than my stomach, with flaming red hair and a thick beard. Golden armor covered in scratches and dents adorned his short but stocky body. While his armor was a mess and his back was turned, I still recognized this person. It might have been years since I’d last seen him, but I still vividly remembered this man who had sacrificed himself for his people.

      “Hreidmar!” I shouted in shock.

      The two Sekbeists turned around and gazed at us. Both of them had large tusks jutting from their lower lips. Their square jowls quivered as they gazed at us with crimson eyes.

      “It looks like we have company, brother,” the one on the left said.

      “It seems some fools have discovered what we are doing, brother,” the one on the right commented.

      “It looks like the Dweorg still needs time to undo the seal.”

      “Indeed.”

      “In that case, let us destroy these fools before they can interrupt the breaking of the seal.”

      “Let’s.”

      The two Warlords held out their hands, gathering the darkness element to them. Specks of dark light coagulated around them. When the darkness turned into ominously glowing balls, they clenched their hands around it, which caused the darkness element to transform.

      The left Sekbeist created a giant halberd, which he spun around his body with surprising nimbleness and skill. The Sekbeist on the right created two curved and wicked-looking swords that it swung several times. With their weapons in hand, the two Sekbeists advanced.

      I had no idea what was going on, what Hreidmar was doing here, but I understood one thing.

      In order to save the former Dweorg king, we needed to defeat these two advancing enemies first.
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        * * *

      

      It took seven days for Empress Hilda to find me a building that would suit my purpose. This was partly because of the reconstruction effort, but it was also because I needed a building that was located close to the north gate, which had suffered the most damage.

      Many of the buildings had been destroyed and needed to be rebuilt, meaning construction workers were still traveling through this area at all times of the day. As I walked alongside Kaleb Eieran, I looked at the buildings undergoing construction, observing how most of them were now nearing completion. Only a few still needed to be rebuilt.

      “The building Empress Hilda requested from us is just up ahead,” Kaleb said. He was a young man who wore a red tunic with the Eieran Family coat of arms stitched onto the front. As we walked, he continued talking. “I was quite surprised when the empress herself came to us and requested we find her a building that could serve as a base of operations for numerous people, but when she told us what it would be used for, the entire family agreed to find her the best building we have to offer.”

      “The best, huh?” I muttered. “This one wasn’t destroyed during the Demon Beast attack?”

      “Oh, it was,” Kaleb replied with an easy smile. “However, its location is great for people who will be traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range a lot, so our family spared no expense in having it rebuilt.”

      The building Kaleb led me to was located close to the rampart surrounding Nevaria. While the rampart was still much larger, at nearly thirty meters in height, the building itself wasn’t lacking in size. Located in a sectioned-off area that separated it from the rest of the city, the four-story building had plenty of space outside. The entire structure was walled off. It looked like it had a large front courtyard and an even larger courtyard in the back.

      “This is it.” Kaleb gestured toward the building. “Why don’t we take a look inside?”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      I followed Kaleb to the front door, watched him unlock it, and then he let me precede him inside.

      The entrance hall was quite something. There was a counter close to the back, and the door behind it led further into the building. While the floor was empty of adornments and furniture right now, I could see where we could strategically place several tables and benches for sect members to sit on. The billboard where requests were posted would also go next to the counter where the receptionist would log any taken quests into the logbook.

      Over on my right was a staircase that led to a second-floor loft. Kaleb bypassed the stairs and headed for the door behind the counter.

      “The first floor consists of this entrance hall and twenty other rooms,” he said to me as we walked through the door and entered a long hallway. “There’s the kitchens, the armory, the treasury, the library, the communal bathhouse, the private bathing room, a training room, and several meeting rooms. Of course, we also have rooms that can serve as bedrooms as well. None of the rooms are furnished right now since this building was only recently rebuilt. Furnishing it will take more time.”

      “I understand. I’m not too concerned about how it is furnished right now. I’m more interested in seeing whether or not this building will be able to serve my purposes,” I said.

      “I believe you will know the answer to that question once I show you the rest of this building,” Kaleb told me with a mysterious smile. He seemed quite excited.

      Kaleb showed me all the rooms on the first floor, and indeed, every single one of them was empty. The only room that wasn’t was the kitchen, which contained series of long tables, a stone stove, a brick oven, and even a wine cellar that could be accessed via a staircase. After showing me the rooms on the first floor, he led me back into the entrance hall and traveled up the stairs.

      The second floor was indeed a loft. I imagined it would be good for this section of the sect to have several couches where higher-ranked members could relax. However, it wasn’t like a loft was all the second floor had. After leading me through another door, Kaleb and I traveled through a hallway that had multiple doors on either side.

      “These are all bedrooms,” Kaleb explained. “Like everything else, they are unfurnished. However, if you plan on letting the members of your… sect, was it?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed, nodding.

      “Right. If you plan on letting the members of your sect stay here, then these rooms will serve that purpose well.”

      The rooms on the second floor weren’t big. I’d say they were about ten square meters. While that wasn’t very large, if the purpose of these rooms was merely to let members of our sect sleep in them, then it wouldn’t be a problem. Most of the bedrooms in Brave Vesperia weren’t much bigger than this either.

      There was another staircase located near the back, which led to the third and fourth floors. Like the second floor, the third floor consisted of mostly bedrooms, but there were also a few meeting rooms, which were about three times larger than the bedrooms. If the standard bedrooms were ten square meters, then these ones were probably about twenty or twenty-five. They could also serve as bedrooms for higher-ranking members of the sect.

      The last floor could have been considered a suite. To enter, Kaleb took me to the back of the building, where a solitary staircase led up.

      The suite consisted of four rooms, which were carpeted unlike the rest of the building. I could easily see myself, Kari, Fay, and Lin living on this floor. The first room would serve as a simple living room. Meanwhile, the room on the left would make a great guest bedroom, and the larger room on the right could serve as our bedroom. The only room I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do with was the last room, which was smaller than the others and didn’t seem to have much use aside from closet space. I suppose it could just be storage.

      After showing me all the rooms, Kaleb led me back outside, locked the door, and turned to me.

      “Well, what do you think?” he asked, looking expectant.

      “What do I think?” I tilted my head and pondered the question. “I think it’s a great building, but I’d like to see it again when it’s fully furnished.”

      My words made Kaleb smile. “We, of course, plan to furnish this building for you, but we haven’t yet because we assumed you had a specific aesthetic and design you wanted. I plan on having several of our designers work with you to supply furniture and decorations that match your desired look.”

      “That is a good idea,” I admitted. “It seems members of the Eieran Family really do think of everything.”

      “Of course. We of the Eieran Family will spare no expense for our honored customers. We’ll contact you once we’ve selected the designers. Also, here is a spare key.” Kaleb handed me a set of large keys. “Each key goes to a specific room. That big one there is for the entrance.” When I looked at him with confusion, he shrugged. “I thought you might want to show the building off to Ladies Kari, Fay, and Lin since I assume they will also be members of this sect you plan on creating.”

      “Oh. Yes, I do,” I said with a nod. “Thanks.”

      “I still have some work that I need to get done, so I will part ways with you here. Until we meet again.”

      I said goodbye to Kaleb and began walking through the Northern District toward the Merchant’s District, which bordered the north and east districts of Nevaria. Several children ran past me, laughing as they played what seemed to be a game of tag. Carpenters, construction workers, and other people wearing peasant clothing traveled through the streets. No one paid any attention to me despite my fame.

      It was probably because Kari, Lin, and Fay weren’t with me.

      The Merchant’s District was called such because it was centered around commerce and therefore a place where merchants congregated to do business. Not only did this place contain a lot of street vendors, but they also had shops, cafes, restaurants, and other places where wealthier commoners and government officials liked to shop and do business.

      All of the buildings were much wider in the Merchant’s District, and while it was called a district, it was really more of a town square… or maybe a circle would be more accurate. This section of the city was built around a wide, circular path made of stone. A large statue of Elandile Astralia, the founder of the city-state of Nevaria, sat in the center.

      My current stop was the smithy. I entered the one-story building that had smoke billowing from a large chimney. It was sweltering hot inside, and I quickly circulated the water element through my body to cool me down. A fire near the back was roaring with life. Meanwhile, a large number of weapons and armor hung from racks and set against the walls.

      I paid no attention to that as I headed toward the counter that separated the smithy from the storefront.

      A man whose bare chest glistened with sweat stood over an anvil and was pounding away at a hunk of molten steel with a hammer, the sound of steel relentlessly striking against steel echoing around the room.

      The man who was forging something was taller than even I was. He stood at least a head and shoulders above me. With every strike of his hammer, the muscles in his arms, back, and chest rippled, making me think of a hairless werebeast. While he had a head of full hair, it was tied in a ponytail at the back. His face was at least partially obscured by soot.

      Seeing the man like this was not all that unusual, so I stood by the counter and waited for him to notice my presence, which he did, but not until after he had dunked the steel he’d been shaping into a barrel of water.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you,” the blacksmith grunted. “I take it you’re here to pick up your slab of metal?”

      I nodded. “I am here for the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, yes.”

      “That’s such a pretentious name,” the man mumbled, but I merely smiled at him. He clicked his tongue. “Give me a minute.”

      The blacksmith traveled into the back and returned a while later with a box, which he set on the table and opened for me. The table shook from the additional weight. I looked inside. There were several large chunks of forged alloy inside. Unlike normal steel, this alloy had a red tint that made it look like blood had mixed into the metal.

      “It took a lot of work to forge these,” he said with a grunt, taking one of the slabs and hefting it up. “That alloy you brought requires extremely high temperatures to make malleable. You’re lucky. If I didn’t have a wind affinity, I’d never have been able to make these.” He set the slab on the table, then grabbed another one. “Just as you requested, I etched in all those strange symbols you wanted. I’m not sure why you wanted them, though.”

      “They weren’t just for decoration if that is what you are thinking,” I said. “There is a reason I requested you to etch runes into my weapon.”

      “It’s not like I care why you wanted them.” He shrugged. “I just handled your request to the best of my ability.”

      “And I appreciate that.”

      Very soon, all of the chunks of metal were set on the table, and the blacksmith removed the box so he could lay them out properly. While it would have been confusing to most people, once the forged alloy was laid out, it was easy to see that they formed a sword when combined. However, unlike the one I had asked the blacksmith to forge previously, this one looked a lot more like the original Dragon’s Tail Ruler that had been forged by the Dweorgs.

      While it lacked the jagged edges that made it look like scales, the sword was about two meters in length, making it even taller than me. Just as I had requested, there were runes carved into the surface. Uruz, Thurisaz, Hagalaz, Nauthiz, Sowilo, and Eihwaz. Each rune was etched into the segments, creating what appeared to be ancient sentences of unknown meaning. I doubted the blacksmith even knew what he’d been doing when he carved these symbols into the alloy.

      I grabbed the hilt, which was attached to a large crossguard and one of the segments that made up the blade. Taking a deep breath, I channeled Spiritual Power into the runes, which glowed a vibrant blue and began crackling with power. The first segment began vibrating. This was followed by the second, third, fourth, all the way to the eleventh segment shaking against the table as they became engulfed in my Spiritual Power. I narrowed my eyes and directed the lightning element through the blade, creating a static shock.

      Each segment quickly combined as if they were magnetized. I waited for a moment, then stopped channeling Spiritual Power through the blade and lifted it into the air. The segments remained firmly locked in place. The runes glowing on their surface were functioning perfectly, it seemed.

      I took a few practice swings, wielding the weapon with one hand, then nodded. This weapon was still a far cry from the Dweorg-forged Dragon’s Tail Ruler, but I was satisfied. The alloy was made from an A-Rank Demon Beast, Giant Rock Golem, which meant it should be capable of handling my Spiritual Power without breaking as the previous one did. Until I could find a way to reach Niðavellir again, I’d have to make do with this.

      “What do you think?” asked the blacksmith.

      “It’s good.” I nodded as I placed the weapon against my shoulder. “This will work perfectly.”

      The blacksmith grunted as he crossed his arms. “I know I said I wanted you to give me a more challenging job than making those silly cylinders, but don’t you think this is going a bit overboard?”

      I smiled. He had said the same thing back when I asked him to create the first Dragon’s Tail Ruler.

      “What are you talking about? Aren’t you supposed to be one of the best blacksmiths in town?”

      “Cheeky brat. I am the best blacksmith in town.”

      “Then why are you complaining? I’m coming to you because you’re the only one who has enough skill to forge what I want.”

      The blacksmith had nothing he could say to that, so he merely grunted and went into the back once more before coming out with several other weapons. There were a pair of gauntlets, a ranseur, a pair of whips, and four sets of armor, all of which had the same red tint as the Dragon’s Tail Ruler.

      “Here. These are all the weapons and armor you requested I make for you. They were even harder to forge than that giant butter knife you call a sword, so you had better be grateful,” he grumbled.

      “I am very gratefully. Thank you. Hmmm. I’ll have to get a cart to carry all this back,” I said.

      The blacksmith shrugged. “I’ll leave them on the table then. Come back quick. This is some of the best stuff I’ve ever made. You wouldn’t want anyone stealing it, would you?”

      While the man seemed impatient to be rid of the equipment I had him craft, I knew he was quite proud of his work from the way he straightened his shoulders and puffed out his chest.

      Giving him a nod, I decided to hurry back home, purloin a cart, and return so I could gather all the equipment he made for me.
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        * * *

      

      I returned to the blacksmith with a cart about two hours later, loaded the weapons and armor onto the cart, and drove back to the Imperial Royal Palace. By the time I arrived, Kari, Fay, and Lin were back from wherever they had gone today. I wasn’t sure what they’d been doing, but all of them had said something about having a girls’ day out and left early in the morning.

      When I informed them that the armor and weapons I asked the blacksmith to forge were ready, all of them had grown excited and decided we should try them on.

      That was how I found myself in Kari’s room, helping the girls put on their armor.

      I helped Kari first. The armor itself was fairly simple. The breastplate only covered her chest and didn’t extend to her stomach. It used leather straps to wrap around her torso and attach to another plate in the back. Similarly, the shoulder pauldrons were small and used leather straps to attach to the breastplate. Aside from the breastplate and pauldrons, the armor also came with shin guards and elbow guards. Underneath this ensemble, Kari wore a light-colored dress that didn’t even extend halfway past her thighs, white stockings, and black boots.

      “How do I look?” asked Kari as she grabbed her new ranseur, which had a two-pronged blade instead of three. She took a stance with her feet spread shoulder-width apart, the butt of her ranseur resting on the ground, and grinned. “Do I look like an adventurer set to explore unknown ruins and brave all kinds of danger?”

      “Someone is a little too excited,” Fay commented with a smile.

      Kari puffed out her cheeks. “As if you aren’t excited about trying out those gauntlets of yours.”

      “Wha… well, that’s…”

      “Not any different than this.”

      “I think you look good, but before you get too excited, I want you to channel Spiritual Power through the armor,” I said.

      “Through the armor? Well, okay.”

      While Kari was clearly confused, she did as I requested. The moment her Spiritual Power began flowing out from her body, the runes carved into each set of armor began glowing with a vibrant golden hue.

      “W-what is this?!” asked a shocked Kari.

      “This princess has never seen anything like this before,” Lin added as she slithered around Kari, studying her glowing armor from every angle.

      “Those runes create a powerful barrier that adds an extra layer of protection,” I said. “As Spiritualists, standard armor doesn’t protect us as well as our Spiritual Aura does, which is why most people only wear armor for aesthetics instead of functionality. However, before the Great Catastrophe, Spiritualists used to wear armor that had runes carved into them. These runes offer more protection than even your Spiritual Aura, which is the true purpose of having armor like this.”

      “I see!” Fay’s eyes lit up. “This armor can protect us even if we’re using the Second State of Spiritualism!”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “The purpose of this armor is to provide protection to people who use the Second State of Spiritualism since we no longer have our Spiritual Auras to shield us from physical and spiritual attacks.”

      Like most aspects of Nevaria, the purpose of inscribing runes into armor for added protection appeared to have been lost. I could only assume this was somehow Skygge’s doing. Empress Hilda had theorized that our loss of knowledge was somehow the fault of the Sekbeists, and I believed she was right.

      With Kari now outfitted, I helped Lin and Fay into their armor.

      Lin’s armor wasn’t quite as extensive as Kari’s. It consisted of a similarly shaped breastplate that was fitted for her smaller chest and faulds—pieces of segmented plate armor that were worn around the waist and acted as a skirt. Because she wasn’t fond of wearing thick clothing, she only had some basic cloth underneath the armor to keep it from chafing; a skirt that covered enough of her that no one would be able to see the goods, and a sleeveless shirt that didn’t extend past her chest. Her stomach and arms were completely bare and attached to a loop on either side of her hips were a pair of crimson whips.

      Meanwhile, Fay had her gauntlets in addition to pauldrons, elbow pads, and shin guards. The gauntlets this time around were a bit larger than her previous ones. The segmented fingers ended in sharp points that could be used as weapons, but the main feature now was the small slot located above the hand. It was currently fitted with a fire-affinity monster core.

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed the difference in design for your gauntlets,” I said as Fay clenched and unclenched her hands. “That monster core is tied into the runes around it. When you channel Spiritual Power into it, you’ll be able to unleash a powerful Spiritual Fire Technique. Because it doesn’t rely on movement but on runes, you also won’t have to make any specific movements. Just channel Spiritual Power into the monster core.”

      “That sounds incredible,” Fay said, her eyes sparkling. “That’s really incredible! I wonder what kind of attacks I can do with it? I’m sure there’s a way to incorporate—”

      “Now who’s excited?” Kari teased.

      “I should mention that you should only use this during emergencies,” I added before Fay could respond to Kari’s teasing. “The monster core has a limited amount of Spiritual Power stored up. Once you’ve used up all the Spiritual Power, the monster core will become useless, and we’ll need to have the gauntlets fitted with a new core.”

      “I understand,” Fay said with a serious nod.

      With my explanations now out of the way, the four of us decided we simply had to try out our new equipment.

      Empress Hilda would eventually receive several complaints about the amount of property we had destroyed from the earth-affinity Spiritualists whose job was to fix any damage done to the Imperial Royal Palace

      Kari, Lin, Fay, and I would receive a very long lecture about not testing out new equipment in the palace.
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            The Kriger Siblings

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hyaaa!”

      “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to beat me! Now here I come!”

      Marko’s limbs jolted with an intense shock as he crossed his arms to protect himself from Catalyna’s attack. Her downward swing caused the air to vibrate before it slammed into his gauntlets. The stone beneath his feet cracked. His knees buckled. Gritting his teeth, he used all the energy he could muster to shove the woman off him. Catalyna took several steps back but didn’t move to attack again, merely kept her hands firmly on the hilt of her massive sword, a weapon with jagged edges that was taller than her.

      She barely looked winded.

      That’s my sister for you…

      While their strength was about equal, Marko rarely ever beat his sister. He couldn’t rightly explain it. However, if he had to put it into words, he would have said his sister’s indomitable will and wealth of experience were the reason. She was always running ahead of him. It often felt like no matter how fast he ran to catch up, she was never within his reach.

      Damn it! Is this why Lin won’t even look my way?! Am I really that invisible?!

      “Haaah… haaah…”

      “Let’s call it a day,” Catalyna said, hefting her massive weapon on her shoulder as she smiled. “I think we’ve trained enough, don’t you?”

      “Not yet… I’m… I’m not done yet!”

      Marko refused to give up. Just the idea of quitting right now set his soul ablaze.

      He rushed forward and launched a string of punches at his sparring partner, but no matter how swift or unpredictable his attacks were, Catalyna dodged them all. His straight punch was avoided when she twisted her body out of the way. He spun around and threw a hook, but Catalyna slapped his fist away with the blunt side of her sword. Rushing past her, he spun around and tried to launch a kick, something he had never done before, but his sister was ready. She maneuvered her sword, placed her hand against the flat side, and took the attack on her weapon.

      “Damn it! How were you able to—gyaaa!”

      Before Marko could even finish his sentence, Catalyna had dropped to the ground and swept her foot in a swift arc. He felt her attack slam into his shin. The next thing he felt was a harsh lance of pain along his left arm, shoulder, and hip as he landed on his side. It stung, though the pain of knowing he had lost—again—stung much worse.

      “Haaah… you done yet? Let’s call it a day. I’m tired and I want to go out today.”

      Catalyna’s face and chest were covered in sweat as she fanned herself. She was wearing the same outfit she normally did when fighting. The chestplate was large enough to accommodate her chest, larger than the average woman by several sizes. That said, it only covered her chest and not her torso. Marko wished his sister would have worn something more modest. He didn’t want to see her showing off her stomach, and he had complained many times, but Catalyna laughed him off every time and said he couldn’t tell her what to do.

      “Fine. We’re finished. Go do whatever you want,” Marko grumbled as he sat on the ground, feeling petulant. The coolness of the stone was pleasant against his hands, but the rough texture didn’t feel good as it scraped against his skin. 

      Catalyna gave him a wry smile. “Seems someone is grumpy. Are you still upset that Lin isn’t showing any interest in you? I told you not to even try courting her. I said it would only lead to heartbreak. But you didn’t listen to me, did you?”

      “S-so what if I did?! Shut up!” Marko shouted as he stood to his feet.

      It was true that Catalyna had warned him against trying to court Lin, but he hadn’t listened. He had been so certain that his status, his looks, and his strength would have been enough to make her interested in him. Surely, a member of the Kriger Family was more impressive than some no-name who had appeared on the scene randomly one day.

      Except that wasn’t the case.

      Lin didn’t even put him in her eyes.

      “Anyway, you should stop staying cooped up training all day and come shopping with me,” Catalyna said at last.

      “Why should I?” asked Marko, grumbling as he climbed to his feet and dusted himself off.

      Catalyna smiled so wide her eyes squinted shut. “Because I said so.”

      “Oh, yeah? Well, I don’t want to. Go shopping yourself.”

      “That’s too bad. I said you’re coming, so you’re coming.”

      “You can’t make me.”

      “Do you wanna bet?”

      As Catalyna spoke, she smiled in such a way that ominous shadows seemed to create harsh angles along her face. Marko felt a thrill crawl up his spine. There was something frightening about his sister when she got like this, but he also couldn’t afford to back down. He had never backed down before and he wouldn’t back down now.

      “Bring it on,” Marko said, setting himself into his orthodox fighting stance once more and gesturing for her to come at him.

      And come at him she did.
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        * * *

      

      “Aaaaahhh… that was nice. It’s been a while since I had such a great workout.” Catalyna stretched her arms above her head, a pleasant smile adorning her face as she and her brother walked along the streets of Nevaria.

      “I’m so glad you enjoyed yourself,” Marko muttered bitterly. While he was walking with her, he was several steps behind her, as if protesting her treatment of him. He always acted childish whenever she won their spars, which happened more often than not. Their current tally was fifty-six to twenty-five with her in the lead.

      Catalyna turned just her head to grin at her brother. He was obviously still bitter about losing their spars twice in a row—not that it was different from most days. She rarely ever lost their spars. Marko was good, but he had a bad tendency to act without thinking. He simply couldn’t strategize to save his life, which was also why she was always in charge of their expeditions.

      “So what are we doing today?” asked Marko.

      “I was thinking about doing some shopping,” Catalyna confessed.

      “So I’m basically your pack mule?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Get a husband if you want someone to carry your shit for you!”

      “But you make such a good pack mule…”

      Because she was not going on an expedition, Catalyna had opted to change her outfit into something more befitting an heiress taking a walk through the streets. Her long gown swished around her ankles as she walked, white lined with red. The neckline dipped just a little below the beginning of her chest. It allowed for the cool breeze to caress her bare skin.

      Quite a few men were also staring at her, but she honestly didn’t mind. Let them stare all they wanted. Beauty was meant to be admired, after all, and even if she couldn’t match the likes of Kari Astralia, Catalyna was confident in her appearance.

      I wonder what I would do if any of these men worked up the courage to court me? Hmhm. I might actually let them if they had the guts.

      Because she was a member of the famous Kriger Family, known for their powerful warriors and fighting spirit, Catalyna had never been on so much as a single date. Most men were too intimidated by her family’s status to court her. Cowards. Of course, she would never date a man who didn’t at least have the courage to face her, but it would be nice if someone would do more than just admire her from a distance.

      She was a woman too.

      Even she sometimes dreamed of having someone sweep her off her feet.

      “So where to first?” asked the tired Marko.

      “Hmmm. Let’s look at some clothes.”

      Most people preferred finding a clothier and sticking with them for all their wares, but Catalyna was different. She wandered through the market district until she found a store she had never seen before. It wasn’t large. In fact, the building was quite small. A sign above the door with the etching of a shirt marked it as a clothier. Given its size, she imagined it sold secondhand clothes.

      She entered the store to find that her prediction was true. Lining the small room were not fabrics used in the construction of clothing, but outfits hanging from the walls or folded neatly on shelves. A young woman leaned against a table near the back. She couldn’t have been older than fourteen or fifteen, which explained why she was working instead of raising kids. Women over the age of twenty were often expected to become moms and commoners didn’t have time to both raise kids and work.

      Catalyna walked through the store and studied the wares, none of which stood out to her as unique. Marko followed silently behind her. He didn’t complain anymore, but it was clear from his still-petulant expression that he wasn’t pleased about being forced to accompany her.

      Too bad for him.

      She browsed through the wares for a few minutes, but since there was nothing interesting in this store, she left and went to another. The second store also didn’t contain anything she liked. However, the third store, which was even smaller than the first she entered, possessed several unusual outfits that attracted her attention.

      Despite his complaints, Marko did carry all the clothes she bought, and she had bought quite a few. Catalyna loved exploring all the different shops and finding great deals on older fashions that had gone out of style. It was one of her hobbies. Just the other day, she had discovered a plaid dress that never managed to become fashionable. She couldn’t even remember who had introduced the style, but it never sold well, and so the person who made it stopped after only creating a few basic designs. The dress had sold for cheap in a small used outfitter.

      “Can we take a break, Sis? My arms are getting tired.”

      “Complaints like that are another reason you can’t get yourself a woman. A good man would never bitch and moan like you do. Stop being such a weenie.”

      “Ugh…”

      Catalyna chuckled as her brother moaned in complaint, then tapped her chin. “Well, I suppose we can grab a quick bite to eat. I would like a drink as well. All this walking has made me quite parched.”

      “Thank the nine realms.”

      Walking in the lead, Catalyna thought about that curious term. “By the nine realms” and similar sayings were something that had been prevalent in Nevaria for many centuries, but if you were to ask someone where the sayings came from, no one would be able to tell you. A curious Catalyna had once asked her mother about it when she was younger. Even her mother, known far and wide for both her battle prowess and wisdom, could not answer the young girl’s inquiry.

      It didn’t take long before they reached an area of Nevaria that sold food. The scent from dozens of food stalls and restaurants filled the air. Catalyna raised her nose and sniffed several times, taking in the delectable scent of grilling meat and vegetables, of fried oil and tangy sauce. Even her stomach began gurgling to alert its mistress of her hunger.

      Spiritualists ate a lot more than the average human, especially those who were magnitudes stronger than the average Spiritualist. A Spiritualist’s body required a lot of energy to maintain. Catalyna and Marko had both reached the Second State of Spiritualism and possessed above average strength, which of course meant their bodies required nearly three times more food than the average human.

      Catalyna led Marko to a café she loved to frequent because of the large proportions they served. It was a relatively popular café that catered to Spiritualists, and the owner was a young woman with whom Catalyna got along well.

      “Welcome, Mistress—oh! Lady Catalyna! It’s a pleasure to see you in good health. Would you like to sit at your usual table?”

      The woman who greeted Catalyna was a cute brunette woman with a somewhat mousy appearance. She was short and petite, barely coming up to Catalyna’s chest, and there was a smattering of freckles on her face. Catalyna would have described this woman as cute or maybe even adorable. A black and white dress typical of a maid adorned her small body. She actually looked taller than she truly was because of the heels she wore. They gave her an extra five or six centimeters.

      “Yes, please. Thank you, Asta.” 

      “Right this way, please.”

      Asta led Catalyna and the grumbling Marko through an interior made of wood floorboards and stone. Small lamps hung from the ceiling, a monster core affixed to them, each one illuminating the room in a variety of colors. The lamps were a personal touch of Asta’s. They were typical monster core lamps, but the glass used in their construction was tinted with different colors. Catalyna didn’t know how they worked, but she knew it had something to do with light refractions.

      There were already quite a few people eating lunch there. They walked past a table where the scent of steak seasoned with salt and pesto wafted. It was delectable and caused Catalyna’s stomach to once more remind her of how hungry she was. For whatever reason, walking around like this seemed to make her even hungrier than sparring did.

      It was not long before they reached a table near the corner of the room. This place was her personal table, reserved for her at all times, and no one had ever been able to sit there. Catalyna still fondly recalled when this table had become hers. Asta had promised her that no one else would be allowed to sit in this spot for as long as she remained a loyal patron of the café.

      That had been five years ago.

      Lunch was pleasant. Catalyna ordered her traditional club sandwich, which contained several thick slices of ham and bacon between two pieces of bread that had been lathered in a special house sauce. The sauce was tangy and sweet and paired well with the salty bacon. There was also lettuce, tomatoes, and onions added to the food. While she ate, Catalyna spent most of her time talking to Asta about her business, which fortunately remained as popular as ever.

      Asta was a woman who used to have a major problem with men. She had been married several times and each one ended with her being thrown onto the streets. The reason was she couldn’t reproduce. Asta was sterile.

      Marriage was seldom about love. Nobles married for status, to build alliances, and to sire heirs, and peasants married to reproduce and pass on their careers to their daughters and sons. Most businesses were always kept within the family. It was important for a father to produce offspring so he could pass the business over. A woman who could not reproduce was a hindrance to many. Even Asta’s parents had stopped supporting her after she turned twenty-five.

      Catalyna had found Asta when she was at her lowest and helped the woman through those hard times. Afterward, Asta had taken out a loan from the Eieran Family with Catalyna’s voucher and opened this business. It didn’t become a success overnight, but thanks to Asta’s tireless work, she had managed to create a successful business for herself. In gratitude for having helped her, Asta gave Catalyna this table for her to use whenever she came by.

      “It is good that your business is picking up even more. Your decision to incorporate medicinal herbs into your food was a good idea,” Catalyna said to her friend.

      “Thank you! I’m very pleased with how business is going to.” Asta smiled as she sat across from the woman.

      Marko, sitting between them, sighed. “Is it really appropriate for the proprietress to sit down at a table when there are customers to serve?”

      “Shut up, Marko.”

      “Oh, hush. It’s fine.”

       Marko sighed as he was summarily shot down by the pair.

      “Has there been any news coming in lately? Maybe something about new ruins?” asked Catalyna.

      Asta shook her head. “There hasn’t been anything like that—oh, but there was something interesting I heard the other day.”

      “What was it?”

      Grinning, Asta leaned in as though about to share a secret. “You know Eryk Veiger, don’t you? Of course, you do. You fought him during the tournament. Anyway, I heard he’s planning to create a sect and is looking to hire employees. He seems to be looking for maids, butlers, clerks, and chefs.”

      Marko scowled, but Catalyna furrowed her brows. “What is a sect?”

      “Don’t know.” Asta shrugged. “I’ve never heard of one before myself. I’m just telling you what I heard.”

      Catalyna hummed in thought as she leaned back and crossed her arms. A grin slowly spread across her face. She began chuckling.

      “It seems that Eryk is doing something interesting again. Perhaps I should pay him a visit to see what he’s doing.”

      She could not imagine what Eryk might be planning, but a sect was a small division of a larger group. Long ago, sects were what you called people in religious groups who held heretical or dangerous beliefs. Catalyna didn’t think that was what Eryk was planning to build. Religion didn’t hold much weight in Nevaria these days anyway.

      Thousands of years ago, their people had worshipped a group of beings known as the Guddomelig, but now only a few stories of them remained, and most of them only contained vague inferences as to what this group was. Some people thought they were powerful Spiritualists who existed long ago. Others thought they were gods. Catalyna didn’t know which she believed, but she would also admit that she cared little for history. Even her desire to explore ruins only stemmed from her wish to find powerful Spiritual Techniques that would increase her power.

      “Are you thinking of working for Eryk?” Catalyna asked curiously.

      “I’ve definitely thought about it. I mean, who wouldn’t want to work for a hot stud who has the backing of the empress, right? However, I have my café to run, and I don’t want to shut it down.” Asta released a sigh of lamentation. “It’s such a shame, but even though I’m seriously tempted, I couldn’t possibly work for him.”

      “Yeah. I can see your point.”

      “Still, I do wonder what this sect of his will be like. Maybe he’s planning to create a group like the Nevarian Spiritualists?”

      “Maybe…”

      Marko suddenly stood up as the two continued talking. Catalyna and Asta glanced at the man, whose face had gone red with anger.

      “Is something wrong, Marko?”

      “Nothing. I’m heading out. Catch you later.”

      It was clear to Catalyna that it wasn’t “nothing” like Marko said, but there was little she could say to calm her brother down when he got like this. She watched him stomp out of the café. Several people bumped into him, and she winced as he shoved them out of the way before slamming the door open and marching outside.

      “I’m sorry.” She turned back to Asta and sighed. “It seems I need to deal with my idiot brother.”

      Asta waved her off with a smile. “It’s fine. I know how temperamental Marko can be. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      “Will do.”

      Catalyna placed some valis on the table before getting up and heading outside. Sunlight hit her face, so she cupped a hand over her head and looked around, but it seemed Marko had vanished. He must have raced off the moment he walked outside.

      “Oh, stupid brother of mine. What am I going to do with you?” asked Catalyna to no one in particular.

      She went off in search of him, but it looked like he had long since left the market district. He might have already returned home.

      Spiritualists like herself and her brother could move quite quickly. It was possible for them to travel the hundred kilometers from here to the noble district in just half an hour, though they would have to take to the roofs to travel that fast. It was impossible to run at that speed on the street. There were too many people.

      As she debated whether or not to travel across the roofs, a loud voice reached her ears.

      “Look at this, Big Sister! What is this called? It smells so good!”

      “This? It’s called baked brie. It’s a type of cheese made from cow’s milk. You melt the cheese and use it as a dip. Would you like to try some?”

      “Can I?!”

      Catalyna turned toward the source, where she found Kari and Lin standing next to a food stall. An amused Kari was holding a large plate of baked brie as Lin grabbed a small piece of crispy bread and jabbed it into the rind. Cheese flowed from inside like lava. Lin’s eyes sparkled as she scooped a large helping onto her bread and shoved the whole thing into her mouth.

      The Lamia vibrated from her head all the way to her tail.

      “Sho good! Thish ish sho dewishous!”

      “Swallow before you speak, Lin.”

      “Gulp. Sorry, Big Sister. But really! This is super good! You should try some!”

      Catalyna debated what to do, but after a few seconds, she walked over to the pair just as it looked like they were about to walk off.

      “It’s been a while, Lady Kari, Lin. I’m pleased to see you’re both doing well.”

      “Catalyna,” Kari greeted with a smile as Lin tried to scoop some brie onto her fingers. The blonde woman swatted Lin’s hand. “Use the bread please.”

      “But… Big Sister…”

      “The bread. Use it.”

      “… O-okay.”

        Catalyna smiled in amusement as Kari turned back to her. Lin grabbed another slice of bread and dipped it into the brie.

      “It looks like you’re doing good as well. How has everything been?” asked Kari.

      “Quiet, for the most part. But I guess that’s to be expected after the excitement we had two months ago. Everything seems quiet compared to an invasion of Demon Beasts,” Catalyna answered candidly.

      The Demon Beast Invasion of two months ago had been the most shocking event in Nevaria’s recent history. Never before had something like this happened. While the event had ended with their forces successfully repelling the Demon Beasts, many people had lost their lives.

      Catalyna lamented the loss of life, but she couldn’t deny that the event had excited her. Just thinking about how all those Demon Beasts had come pouring into the city got her blood boiling—not that she would let those feelings show. Spiritualists were respected because of their strength, but a Spiritualist who couldn’t control her desire for battle would not be well-received among her peers.

      They moved over to a small bench located near a fountain in the square's center. The fountain had several different Spiritualists who played a significant role in Nevaria’s thousand-year history. As Lin munched away on her brie, Catalyna spoke with Kari.

      “I heard Eryk is creating something called a sect,” she said.

      Kari tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s right. I’m not surprised you know about it already. The town criers have been talking about it for a few days now.”

      Catalyna hadn’t known that, but she didn’t say anything since it wasn’t important.

      “What exactly is a sect?”

      Kari cupped a hand to her chin and pondered the question for a moment before answering. “Eryk described a sect as ‘a gathering of individuals who work together for a common purpose.’ According to him, they are like a mercenary company, but because they have the backing of the nation’s authority, they are a legitimate entity like the Nevarian Spiritualists or Imperial Royal Guard. However, while those two groups are charged with protecting Nevaria, our sect will be responsible for exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range, taking on jobs like guard detail and extermination requests, gathering medicinal ingredients, and expanding our knowledge of what lays beyond our borders.”

      “I see. That sounds exciting!”

      “I’m glad you think so. I wholeheartedly agree.”

      Catalyna spoke with Kari for a few hours longer. She wanted to know everything she could about this sect that Eryk was building. Unfortunately, Kari didn’t know much more than what she had already told her, but she did tell Catalyna that they planned on bringing Spiritualists into work for them once they finished hiring all the staff they needed.

      The more Catalyna heard, the more excited she became. This sounded like something she could do to gain more experience and strength. If she joined Eryk’s sect, it would also mean she could get close to Kari Astralia, which would give the Kriger Family more power. Catalyna didn’t actually care about that. However, her mother always told her and Marko that it was important for them to look at things from a political angle as well as a personal one.
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        * * *

      

      Marko gazed at the evening sky as he sat with his legs dangling over the edge of the crenellation atop the highest tower of the Kriger Family Estate. A cool evening breeze blew through his hair, carrying the scent of pine and spring, and the sky was painted with brilliant splashes of orange and gold. It looked like the Demon Beast Mountain Range was on fire.

      Eryk really is incredible. He won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, is courting three women, saved the day during the invasion of Demon Beasts two months ago, helped the Alchemist Association get back on its feet, and now has the backing of Empress Hilda herself. Compared to him, what have I done?

      The more Marko thought about Eryk, the angrier he became. What upset him, even more, was that Marko knew he could have never done what Eryk had. Even if he had won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, Marko had neither the patience nor the know-how to accomplish half of those things. Rather than being upset at Eryk, Marko supposed he was upset at his own lack of ability.

      “I thought I’d find you here. This is where you always go whenever you’re troubled,” a voice said behind him.

      Marko didn’t turn around as footsteps reached his ears. A person sat themselves down beside him, legs dangling over the side. He didn’t even need to look to know who it was. There was only one person who could have known he was up here.

      “What do you want, Sis?”

      “You should already know why I’m here.”

      Marko sighed. He did indeed know why she was here, but he didn’t want to talk about it, even though he also knew not talking about it wasn’t an option. Catalyna was tenacious. She would hound him until he told her how he was feeling.

      “I’m just… frustrated.”

      “With Eryk?”

      “With myself.” Marko looked at his palms, calloused from years of training and practice. “I’ve worked so hard to get where I am. I was so proud of all the things I had accomplished, of the strength I gained. Then Eryk comes in and overturns all my hard work, and he makes it look so easy! It feels like all the years I spent training have been for nothing.”

      “Well, I do understand how you feel,” Catalyna admitted. “Eryk is very strong. I still remember our battle sometimes and feel inadequate as well.”

      “So you get it?”

      “To an extent.”

      Marko glanced at his sister out of his peripheral, but then went back to staring at his hands. He clenched his fingers, watching the wrinkles on his skin contract and expand.

      “I want to be like that… I want to be like Eryk even though I can’t.”

      “That’s not why you keep hitting on Lin, is it?”

      “Don’t be stupid. I wouldn’t hit on a woman I wasn’t interested in.” Marko blushed. “I was only trying to court her because I like her.”

      “Is that really the reason?” asked Catalyna.

      “Of course, it is!” Scowling, Marko glared at his sister for a moment, then sighed and looked away. “You can’t understand how it feels, Sis. The moment I saw Lin, it felt like I had been struck by a bolt of lightning. It felt like I had been color blind until that moment. Everything just seems so much more vivid when she’s around.”

      “Ouch. Sounds like you do have it bad,” Catalyna admitted. “I never would have guessed.” She paused to clap a hand on his shoulder. “But you know it would never work out, don’t you?”

      “…”

      “Marko…”

      “I know. I know, okay.” Marko raked his fingers through his hair. “I know I don’t have a chance with Lin. I get it. It’s just… she’s the first person I’ve ever been so attracted to. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before in my life.”

      “A first love, huh?” Catalyna sighed wistfully. “I wonder what that feels like, to experience love for the first time.”

      Marko looked up, confused. “Don’t you love Eryk?”

      “You’re quite daft, aren’t you?”

      “H-hey! I am not!”

      “Hee-hee.” Catalyna’s giggle caused Marko to pause. It was rare to hear such a girlish sound from his sister. Taking this moment of silence to compose herself, Catalyna soon continued. “I don’t feel anything close to love for Eryk. I’m attracted to his strength, and I admire him for it, but he doesn’t make my heart flutter. I suppose that’s why Lady Kari and the others shot me down when I asked if I could join them. She likely knew I don’t hold feelings for him.”

       Marko had not known this. He had been under the assumption Catalyna had feelings for Eryk, which only made his own feelings about the man more complicated. Learning that she wasn’t in love with Eryk shocked him.

      Catalyna often felt like a mystery to Marko; they were siblings, but he could rarely tell what the woman was thinking at any given time. The only times he ever felt like he really understood her was when they were fighting. Exchanging blows made it feel like they were of one mind. It felt like her feelings were being conveyed through her sword.

      “I see,” he said for lack of anything better to say.

      “I’m not going to tell you to give up on Lin, though I do think you should,” Catalyna said after a pause.

      “I guess I should,” Marko admitted, though he really didn’t want to. This was the first time he had fallen in love, and it may be the last. What would he do if he never felt this way about another person ever again? He didn’t know. However, now that he had experienced these feelings, he didn’t want to lose them.

      “Hmm.” Catalyna tapped her chin in thought. “You know… I think we should join this sect that Eryk is creating.”

      “Why should we do that?” Marko asked. He didn’t scowl this time. He was tired of it.

      “Well…” Catalyna smiled mysteriously. “Whether you give up on Lin or not, there’s no denying that Eryk is a desirable man to many women. Perhaps if you could understand him better, you’d know why Lin and the others want him so badly. Even if you decide not to go after Lin anymore, it will probably benefit you to know what kind of traits women prefer in a man.”

      Marko couldn’t say he cared for the idea, but he knew his sister was just trying to help… and she did have a point. Whenever he went into Nevaria, the only thing on people’s lips was Eryk. Women, in particular, seemed to enjoy talking about him a lot. Most of their comments were base. They talked about how attractive he was, how strong he was, and how good he looked alongside Kari, Fay, and Lin. Sometimes they said they were jealous of those three. If he could understand what about Eryk attracted all these women, perhaps he could find someone like Lin.

      It’s worth a shot, I suppose.

      “Sure, why not?” he said out loud.

      “Really?! You’ll do it?!”

      He grimaced. “I just said I would, didn’t I? Just… don’t make me regret this.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t.” An excited Catalyna stood, her feet perfectly balanced on the crenellation as she placed her hands on her hips. “We’ll need to do some reconnaissance first. I would like to know what Eryk is planning before I make any decisions. Ooooh, this is going to be so exciting!”

      Marko was already beginning to regret agreeing to join Catalyna, but the die had already been cast and he wasn’t the type to go back on his words. He would just have to grin and bear it.
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      The one on the right called himself Bakh. The one on the left called himself Ergoth. They were a lot more well-versed in combat than many of the other Sekbeists I had fought, which made me wonder if perhaps they were elite fighters among even the Sekbeist Warlords.

      I leapt back alongside Erica and Karen as Ergoth swung his halberd at us, avoiding the blow and watching helplessly as it disintegrated the floor, leaving behind a perfectly smooth trench. My eyes narrowed. It seemed that not only was this Sekbeist more skilled at combat, he also had much greater control over his powers than the other ones I had fought.

      That wasn’t the end of Ergoth’s attack, however, and the halberd suddenly writhed as if it were a living creature. Tendrils of darkness burst from the blade and flew forward. I grimaced as I activated the Flash Step and did what I could to avoid the ones coming my way. The tendrils struck the ground, punching deep gouges into the earth. Meanwhile, Erica was swinging her claymore around and producing large crescents of flame. Most of the tendrils were destroyed by the flames, but every time a tendril did reach her, the runes on her sword would activate and she’d slice clean through it.

      While Erica and I had our own way of dealing with the tendrils, a loud scream echoed from Karen as one of them stabbed into her shoulder. It overpowered the runes of her armor, which fizzled out, punctured her flesh, then ate away at her body.

      “KAREN!”

      Erica rushed forward and sliced into the tendrils, but it was already too late. Karen’s body disintegrated into black ash and disappeared.

      “Karen…! NO!” Erica screamed.

      “Ha ha ha! You humans are so pathetic! You always leave yourselves wide open when a member of your kind dies!”

      Ergoth cackled as he turned his halberd into a spear and threw it at Erica, who could do nothing but prepare to receive the attack head-on.

      I had no intention of letting her take that, however. I could already tell that it had enough strength to overpower her runes.

      Setting myself in a wide stance, I channeled massive quantities of Spiritual Power into the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, enough that lightning crackled off my body and weapon and gouged chunks out of the floor. Swinging this blade coated in blue arcs of lightning and water, I activated its primary feature. The segments separated and rapidly extended. It slammed into the spear and knocked it off course.

      The spear flew past Erica and struck the wall behind her.

      The wall disappeared.

      A part of me shook upon seeing the damage done. I couldn’t figure out how that attack worked. It was clearly the darkness element they were using, but it seemed so much more powerful than anything I had ever seen before. Was this really an element?

      “It seems the one I need to deal with first is you, you damn half-breed!”

      Ergoth scowled as he turned to face me. I squared my shoulders and released my Spiritual Power, activating the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step—in other words, the Third State of Spiritualism.

      It was easy to feel my body transforming into lightning. My sense of touch became numb, my vision sharpened, and everything began moving in slow motion. Of course, that was just my perceptions changing. Lightning might not move as fast as light, but it was still faster than everything else.

      With my body fully transformed, I launched myself at Ergoth. My plan was to ram into him and blow a hole straight through his chest.

      That wasn’t what happened.

      A dark black barrier suddenly sprang up in front of Ergoth. I slammed into this barrier and screamed as agony raced through me. It was like my entire body was being slowly burned away! It was like my front had been dunked in lava and was melting! It hurt! It hurt!

      Because my body had transformed into lightning, I was able to launch myself backward. However, as I struck the floor and rolled across it, I changed back into flesh and bone. A scream of pain escaped unbiddenly from my mouth as my shoulders were pried from their sockets and my head cracked against the stone floor.

      The moment I felt the damage done to my body, I began channeling the water element through me, healing my injuries as I scrambled to my feet.

      I looked up when I heard a sound. My eyes grew wide when I saw a massive wall of darkness coming toward me. No, it wasn’t a wall. It was thousands of those black tendrils. They were so numerous they formed a wall that I would not be able to escape from.

      Just when I was about to try something drastic, a giant, flaming Phoenix appeared before me. This Phoenix released a furious screech and flapped its wings. Waves of fire rushed out and crashed against the tendrils, burning them to cinders. The heat was so intense that even I felt like I was being cooked alive, and I wasn’t even the recipient of those flames.

      When all the tendrils had vanished, the fire Phoenix disappeared, and Erica was standing in its place. Her legs wobbled before she fell onto her hands and knees. I rushed up to her and knelt down.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      Erica looked up and gave me an exhausted smile. Sweat covered her face and her breathing was heavy. She’d clearly exhausted almost all of her Spiritual Power with that last attack.

      “I am fine. I just… used up way too much Spiritual Power.” Her smile turned into a grimace as she coughed. “Unfortunately, I do not have your talent for the Third State of Spiritualism, nor your massive reserves. I’m all out of Spiritual Power.”

      “I understand.” I stood up. “Take a Spiritual Recovery Pill and leave the rest to me.”

      Erica couldn’t argue even if she wanted to.

      I walked in front of her and faced off against the Sekbeist again. Ergoth rolled his shoulders as the darkness in his hand once more transformed into a spear.

      “Are you planning to fight me on your own, half-breed?”

      I wondered why these creatures always referred to me as a half-breed. I got it. I was half-human and half-something-else, but would it kill them to at least tell me what I was? None of the Sekbeists I had ever met told me what my other half was. It made me wonder if they knew at all. Maybe they could tell I wasn’t completely human, but they couldn’t figure out what else I was?

      I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time for such thoughts.

      “It shouldn’t be too hard to kill you,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve killed a lot of your kind.”

      “Hmph! I believe you will find it a fair bit harder to kill me. I’m not like those pathetic fools who are so full of themselves they aren’t willing to train and grow stronger. I’ve learned from my thousands of years of life to never underestimate my opponents. Only the Lords are stronger than me.”

      “It doesn’t matter how much you’ve trained.” I gripped the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in a loose stance over my shoulder and spread my feet wide, adopting a pose similar to the horse stance. “No amount of training will be enough to beat me.”

      Tungsten was currently locked in battle against the other Sekbeist, Bakh, alongside three other members of the Paladin Sect and the remaining two Battling Valkyrie members. It didn’t look like they were winning. Tungsten had lost an arm, which cut his efficiency in battle by about half, and the others had also suffered extensive injuries. The other Sekbeist was a whirlwind with those two swords of his.

      Behind me, Erica took a Spiritual Recovery Pill and tried to replenish her Spiritual Power. I hoped she would help Tungsten once she recovered.

      Taking a deep breath, I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and channeled lightning through it. The blade extended to incredible lengths as the segments separated. I attacked Ergoth with it, but he once more created that barrier of darkness. My weapon slammed into the barrier, the runes on my weapon lighting up as I tried to break through, but that black dome was just too strong. My weapon glanced off it and retracted.

      I expected the barrier to go down after it blocked my weapon. That wasn’t what happened. Instead, several black spheres shot from the barrier and attacked me. I used the Flash Step to avoid them, and it was a good thing I did because each time one of those spheres hit the floor, a small hole appeared. They were disintegrating the stone.

      Knowing that no ordinary power would be able to break through this barrier, I realized that I’d have to use my strongest attack. I set the Dragon’s Tail Ruler on my back. Then I channeled a combination of lightning and water into my hands. A small sphere formed above my hand. It was light blue and flowed like water, but lightning was crackling all around it. As I condensed the sphere, the lightning and water merged together, forming pure white energy, which I further molded with my will until it extended into the shape of a ranseur similar to the one Kari used.

      After dodging the latest projectile attack, I skipped forward a step and threw the spear, which flew forward so fast even I couldn’t see it. It struck the black dome with a powerful crackle that echoed around the room. A scream of pain erupted from inside of the black dome. My attack, which had no name but could probably be called Storm Spear, had pierced right through it.

      The dome shattered. Ergoth, now visible, stared in disbelief at the spear that had pierced his chest and erupted from his back. The crackling weapon hadn’t dispersed since the Spiritual Power I had used to create it still existed. My attack was one that would continue to exist until the Spiritual Power I poured into the technique finally dispersed. As he touched the spear as though attempting to remove it, the crackling lightning fried his hands, and the beast screamed again as he jerked his now smoking appendages away.

      This was my chance.

      Grabbing the Dragon’s Tail Ruler once more, I disappeared within a Flash Step, appeared right next to Ergoth, and swung my weapon, which was again coated in thick arcs of lightning. Ergoth was unable to do anything but stare at me as I severed his head from his shoulders.

      Landing on the ground, I took several deep breaths. That battle had been harder than many of the others I had fought. My opponent had forced me to use an attack that was still in the experimental stage and took a lot of Spiritual Power.

      Reaching into a pouch at my side, I grabbed a Spiritual Recovery Pill and popped it into my mouth. The pill broke apart and liquid gushed down my throat. It tasted awful. However, I could feel my Spiritual Power recovering, so I put up with it. Once I recovered my Spiritual Power, I planned on helping Erica and Tungsten, now the only two remaining Spiritualists battling against Bakh.

      However, before I could do much more than think about helping them, a terrifying Spiritual Pressure slammed into me, forcing me to my knees and making my breathing heavy. I pressed my hands against the floor. I tried to suck in a breath, but my breathing had grown stilted. It felt like something was crushing my chest!

      Loud cracking sounds echoed all around me. It took a great effort, but I lifted my head and gazed at the platform where Hreidmar had been doing something to a crystal coffin.

      Except the coffin was no longer there.

      Neither was Hreidmar.

      I found the Dweorg in question lying on the floor some distance away, but I couldn’t do anything for him. All of my attention was focused on the being now floating in the air where the coffin had been.

      He was a luminous being more beautiful than the sun, a creature of such incomparable beauty that I could not find a single flaw on his perfect face. Pure white robes covered his body. Long and silver hair flowed freely like a waterfall down his head all the way to his bare feet. His long, pointed ears were the clearest signs that he wasn’t human.

      He did not have a very muscular body. In fact, his body appeared quite feminine, not wholly dissimilar to how I used to look in my youth. He was slender and willowy. However, I didn’t let that fool me, and even if he had been a woman, I wouldn’t have underestimated him. I knew plenty of strong women.

      As I gazed at this man—no, this creature—in awe, he slowly opened his eyes, and I sucked in a breath. His eyes were unlike anything I’d ever seen. There was no white in his eyes. Dark red irises that reminded me of blood were surrounded by inky and unfathomable blackness. Were his eyes supposed to look like this? It created such a stark contrast to the rest of his appearance that I wasn’t sure.

      Erica, Tungsten, and Bakh had stopped fighting. While the Sekbeist knelt in front of this figure, my two companions were on the ground and gasping for breath. Like me, they were trying to keep themselves from being crushed by this overwhelming Spiritual Pressure.

      The otherworldly being floating in the air looked around, dismissing the two humans without so much as a glance. He looked at the Sekbeist. Then his gaze turned toward me. Our eyes locked. I saw his crimson gaze widen, but then his eyes narrowed as a surge of hatred appeared within them.

      I was frozen with fear.

      “You…” The man murmured. “To think there’d be another one of your kind still left in this realm. Are you here to stop my glorious resurrection? No matter. As you are now, you lack the power to consider yourself even close to being my equal.”

      A loud rumbling echoed around the room we were in as this man’s Spiritual Power exploded from his body. Cracks spread across the ground. Columns broke apart merely from the released power. The walls, floor, and ceiling were also breaking apart underneath this man’s incredible Spiritual Power.

      The man raised his hand and pointed at me. “It is time for you to die. I shall kill you before you can ever become a threat.”

      As I stared into those cold red eyes, I realized that this man, this creature, really was going to kill me.

      However, before that could happen, the world around us suddenly crumbled. The ceiling collapsed, the ground broke apart, and I found myself falling.

      I realized with shock that the entire floating island had actually broken apart merely from this man releasing his Spiritual Power, but I didn’t have time to be impressed. I slammed my foot against a chunk of the island and used it as a springboard. Hopping from chunk to chunk, I quickly located Erica, Tungsten, and Dagan—who had not been battling. All of them were unconscious. I grabbed them and activated the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step.

      I traveled as far as my Spiritual Power would take me, but the floating island was located several kilometers out at sea, and I had already used so much Spiritual Power during the fight. It wasn’t long before I exhausted myself.

      My body became heavy and darkness began consuming me. Just before I closed my eyes, I saw the bright blue sea rushing up to meet me, and then I saw nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The day after Kaleb showed me the building that would become the headquarters for the sect I planned to create, I showed it to Kari, Fay, and Lin. All three approved of the building. They did complain that it was too empty, but when I mentioned I’d be meeting with an interior designer from the Eieran Family, the trio expressed their excitement and said they would be coming with me. I didn’t have a problem with this.

      Thus, the three girls helped me, and the Eieran Family’s interior designer decorate and furnish what would become our home and base of operations.

      Because we were relying on the Eieran Family for decorations and furnishing, we ended up using shops and carpenters who worked for them to create our furniture. There was a lot that we needed to have made. We were able to use some furniture that was premade, but most of what we needed had to be custom-made.

      After the multiple carpenters we hired created the furniture, we had movers help us deliver the furniture. From this point on, Kari, Fay, and Lin all but took over as they issued orders to the movers regarding matters such as furniture placement and the like. Even the interior designer found herself at a complete loss since it seemed she was no longer required.

      The days went by swiftly as the four of us worked hard to make the headquarters ready. I found myself being ordered around by the three girls to move this couch over there or that table over here, though I didn’t really mind. Finally, after six days’ worth of work, the headquarters to our sect was finished.

      “I like this,” Kari said as she looked around.

      Fay, also observing the lobby, nodded several times. “I am not very knowledgeable when it comes to matters of decorating, but think we’ve done a good job.”

      “This princess is pleased,” Lin added with her hands on her hips.

      The stone tiles were polished to a shine. Meanwhile, several benches had been placed at even intervals in front of the counter, where people would be able to take quests. There was also a board near the table now. It was currently empty. The purpose of the board was to show which quests were available to low-ranking sect members. A majestic red rug made from the wool of a Fire Bison lay on the floor in front of the quest counter.

      It wasn’t just the lobby that had been decorated; the loft that could be reached via the staircase in the lobby had also become fully furnished. One sofa meant for four people and two couches on either side sat with a low table between them. There were also several bookshelves filled with everything from historical tomes to adventure stories. Aside from the lobby and loft, the mess hall, kitchens, training room, library, and bedrooms had all been decorated and furnished with brand new furniture.

      “What do you think, Eryk?” asked Kari.

      I nodded and smiled at the three. “I think you’ve done a great job. It looks good.”

      Kari, Fay, and Lin smiled, pleased at my response. Meanwhile, the young woman who was supposed to have done the interior decorating but found herself demoted to mere observer coughed into her hand.

      “It looks like this building is now ready for your use. I shall inform Lord Alexander that preparations for this building have been completed. I’m sure he’ll be pleased to know that we have finished the task set before us by Empress Hilda.”

      I felt kind of bad for the woman, who looked a little put out that she hadn’t been of much help.

      “How much will all this furniture cost?” I asked.

      Shaking her head, the woman said, “Nothing. Empress Hilda herself requested that we bestow you with a building that can be used as a headquarters for your purposes. Lord Alexander considers the chance to aid Empress Hilda and her daughter payment enough.”

      In other words, he wanted Empress Hilda to owe him a favor that he would cash in on eventually. While I wanted to believe Alexander Eieran truly was doing this out of the kindness of his heart, I could not believe that a noble family who relied on its many businesses to sustain itself would do anything for free. He clearly wanted something.

      “In either event, I will be leaving now.” The woman adjusted her glasses before bowing to us. “Should you require our aid in the future, please feel free to come visit the Eieran Family. We can do more than just supply you with furniture and housing. We also have many competent individuals that you can hire as staff.”

      “We will be sure to do that,” Kari said for me. “Thank you.”

      The woman nodded and left the now fully furnished headquarters of our sect. Silence settled upon us. It wasn’t awkward or stifled, but I didn’t much feel like letting the silence extend.

      “Now that the sect headquarters has been built and furnished, we do need to begin hiring staff and work hard to get our feet off the ground,” I said.

      “Mother has already begun letting the town criers inform the people that we are forming a sect and looking to hire, so I imagine it will not be long before people become interested,” Kari informed me. “I believe it will be a good idea to begin holding interviews within the next few days.”

      “Interviews, huh?” I sighed, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess that is something we will need to do.”

      “What sort of staff do we need?” asked Fay.

      I didn’t know much about this, so I turned to Kari, who quickly began listing off all the types of staff we needed to hire. She used her fingers, extending one each time she mentioned a specific role. “We need chefs, maids, butlers, and clerks. First, we should begin hiring maids and butlers since it will be their job to keep the building clean. Given the size of this building, we’ll want at least four, two maids and two butlers. Then we should hire the chefs and clerks. We’ll only need one clerk starting out, but once our sect begins growing, we’ll want to hire multiple clerks who can work in shifts.”

      “Makes sense to this princess,” Lin said with a nod. “How do we go about informing people that we’re looking to hire? Are we just supposed to rely on your mom for that?”

      “No, we won’t be relying solely on Mother for this.” Kari shook her head. “I don’t want to be reliant on her for everything.”

      “Then what should we do?” asked Lin.

      “Simple,” Kari began with a growing smile. “We post flyers.”
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        * * *

      

      It took a few days, but we finally managed to post flyers across most of Nevaria. Furthermore, Empress Hilda agreed to have the town criers announce that Eryk Veiger and Princess Kari Astralia were looking to hire butlers, chefs, clerks, and maids and that we would be holding interviews to find suitable candidates. We also went through the Eieran Family and compiled a small list of people we could hire from them, but we didn’t want to rely solely on them to employ people.

      Our names must have carried a lot of weight because when the four of us arrived at our new sect headquarters the day after the announcement was made, there was already a large crowd of individuals standing outside. They were a mixture of men and women wearing various types of clothing. Some were dressed as simple peasants, but there were also people in maid and butler outfits, and people wearing crisp tunics that made them look sharp and professional. Of course, there was also a fair number of shady types, men and women who wore ragged clothes and had several scars that made them look like mercenaries. I wasn’t sure if they realized what our job entailed. Then again, it wasn’t good to judge a book by its cover. For all I knew, they could be amazing at number crunching.

      “That is a lot of people,” Fay murmured as we stopped in front of the crowd.

      “Th-this princess hasn’t seen this many people since she used to go to the library.” Lin hid behind me and shuddered as if she was experiencing several bad memories.

      “Well?” Kari looked at me with a wry smile. “We wanted to conduct interviews, and it looks like there are a lot of people to interview. We should probably get started.”

      “Right.” Sighing as I realized how much trouble this was going to be, I stepped forward and spoke with a voice amplified by Spiritual Power. “Everyone! Thank you all for coming! I assume you are here to be interviewed for a position at our new sect! I would like all of you to enter the lobby and find a place to relax! We’ll be interviewing each of you one at a time!”

      After saying this, the four of us walked toward the building, the crowd parting for us, and entered the lobby. The people here for an interview streamed in after us. They filled every nook and cranny of the lobby and loft. I couldn’t even begin to guess as to how many people had come, but there must have been several hundred if not a thousand individuals.

      We decided to use one of the meeting rooms on the first floor to conduct interviews. First, we created small strips of parchment with numbers starting from one and ending with two thousand (I created two thousand because I didn’t know how many people were present), then had each person take a slip. Once that was done, we had the person who had grabbed the number one slip enter the meeting room to be interviewed first.

      “H-Hello! My name is Jessie Vanderburg! I-I’m here to apply for a position as a maid!”

      The girl currently sitting in a chair in the center of the meeting room was our first interviewee. She had brown hair and brown eyes, a pale face with pink lips, and a lithe figure. I’d place her age at about sixteen or seventeen. She clearly wasn’t a Spiritualist. I had used Spiritual Perception to see how strong she was, and she was so weak her Spiritual Power appeared only as a very small and nearly translucent red flame.

      “Do you have any experience with cleaning and housework?” asked Kari.

      “Y-yes!” Jessie squeaked. “I… um, I come from a very large family. As the oldest child, I’m often asked to look after my siblings so my parents can work. I’ve learned how to cook, clean, do laundry, and even look after kids.”

      The meeting room was rather simple. Kari and I were sitting behind a desk. It wasn’t big enough to fit all four of us, especially Lin with her six-meter-long tail, so she and Fay were standing behind us.

      Kari asked most of the questions, which ranged from “How many siblings do you have?” to “How many hours a day would you feel comfortable working?” She asked things I would have never dreamed to ask in my wildest imagination. I think even Fay and Lin were shocked by how many questions were asked. Not only did she take control of basically the entire interview, but she had me write down everything Jessie said in a leather notebook.

      “Thank you for answering our questions.” Kari gave the girl a disarming smile that made Jessie blush bright red. “Once we’ve had a chance to go through all the information we’ve received from these interviews, we’ll have someone contact you to let you know whether you’ve gotten the position or not.”

      “Th-thank you very much!” Jessie stood from her seat, bowed so low her long brown hair touched the floor, then rushed out of the room.

      “That girl reminded this princess of a frightened mouse,” Lin said.

      “I kind of like her timid nature, though,” Fay admitted. “She seems very earnest.”

      “Being earnest is good, but we have to make sure she is also competent,” Kari told Fay. “Eryk, list her down as one of the maybes. I like her personality, but I’m not sure she’d be able to deal with the rowdiness of Spiritualists.”

      “Okay,” I said, dipping my quill in the ink again and jotting that notation down at the end of the interview sheet.

      “Well…” Kari stretched her arms above her head and released a deep breath. “Let’s keep these interviews going.”

      This was how all the interviews were conducted. One by one, people were called in, asked questions by Kari, and then left. I made sure to write down all their answers, then wrote down the opinions of Kari, Fay, and Lin at the very end.

      Generally, Kari’s opinions ran one of three ways: Yes, maybe, and rejected. The people with a “yes” at the end were those who Kari would definitely hire, the maybes were in-between, and the rejected were people she’d never in a million years hire for a position here.

      There were not many yeses. Out of the 1,465 people we interviewed, only about thirteen received a yes, forty-six received a maybe, and everyone else was summarily rejected. Kari’s standards were just as high in this life as they were in my previous life.

      While all this writing caused my hand to become horribly cramped, I couldn’t help but find myself enjoying these interviews. It reminded me of the time when I first began Brave Vesperia. Back then, Kari and I had conducted interviews very similar to what we were doing now. In fact, aside from the addition of Fay and Lin, the interviews were almost identical to how it happened in my previous life, with Kari taking charge while I followed her directions.

      Even with days lasting sixty-six hours, we were unable to interview everyone on the first day, or even the second, third, and fourth days. Quite a few people were upset when we told them to go home and come back tomorrow. I could understand since no one liked waiting around for nothing. A few people had not come back, but that was fine. We still had plenty of people who wanted to work for us and were willing to wait.

      It was late evening on the last day when the interviews finally finished. The sun was dipping below the Demon Beast Mountain Range, the twin moons had come out, and I wanted to fall asleep. This ordeal was more exhausting than fighting a horde of Demon Beasts.

      We were eating a late dinner. The chefs at the Imperial Royal Palace had prepared a wonderful dish of lightly salted fish, freshly baked bread, and a dessert of fresh fruit dipped in honey.

      “Thish ish sho good!” Lin hummed happily as she stuck a whole fish into her mouth and chewed, her ears emotively wiggling like they were visible expressions of her joy.

      “Please don’t talk with your mouth full,” Kari said.

      “Yesh—oops!” Lin swallowed her food and gave Kari a sheepish smile. “This princess meant yes, Big Sister.”

      “Better.”

      The four of us were sitting around the table inside the informal dining hall. No one else was present. I assumed Empress Hilda and everyone else was busy. That said, I didn’t know where Kari’s brothers were.

      “How long do you think it will take to hire people for the positions we need?” asked Fay.

      Kari finished chewing her food and said, “It won’t take too long. I personally already know who I want us to hire, but I figured we’d share our opinions before coming to a decision.”

      “There weren’t that many people you felt certain would do a good job,” I said.

      “If it were just a matter of finding people who can cook and clean, many of those people would have been suitable, but we need more than just chefs, maids, and butlers,” Kari explained. “We’ll be forming a sect, which is like a mercenary company, right? That means we need people who can handle Spiritualists with a rougher personality.”

      Thinking back on it, it was true that many Spiritualists in Brave Vesperia had rough personalities. They could be quite abrasive and hard to handle. The reason Kari and I were able to handle them so well was that we beat them to a pulp daily during training.

      “That does make sense.” Fay cut a piece of fish with her fork and placed it in her mouth. She chewed, swallowed, then grabbed a small mug of mead. “Not just anyone can deal with people like that. I didn’t understand why you were judging people so harshly, but I get it now. Anyone we hire must have a strong backbone or they’ll never survive.”

      “It will be better if the maids, butlers, and chefs are also Spiritualists,” Kari said with a nod. “That way they can handle the other members if they ever get too rowdy.”

      I wasn’t surprised by how much forethought Kari had put into this. She’d been the same way in my previous life.

      We continued to discuss the matter, though our topic switched from the interview itself to the interviewees. However, as our dinner was winding to a close, the doors burst open, and Dante rushed into the room.

      The man looked frantic. His hair was in disarray, his eyes looked wild, and sweat poured from his face as his shoulders and chest heaved. He was wearing the silver armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist Commander, meaning he’d likely been working. It looked like he had run all the way here from the northern garrison.

      “Eryk!” he called out to me. “We need your help!”

      I ignored the unfinished bowl of fruit in front of me and stood up. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s… it’s my sons! Only two of them returned from the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and both are extremely injured! They’re not expected to survive the night!”

      As the blood drained from Kari’s face, I realized that my work was still far from over.
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      Immediately after Dante informed us that his sons had returned from the Demon Beast Mountain Range with life-threatening injuries, our group was driven by cart to the Nevarian Spiritualist headquarters located in the northern district of the city. There, we found Earland and Mykkel lying on a pair of hospital beds inside of the infirmary.

      A strong scent filled the room, alcohol and blood. Fay gagged at the scent, Kari bit her lip as more blood drained from her face, and Lin looked like she’d swallowed a particularly sour lemon. I ignored the scent and focused on the pair lying in bed.

      The two brothers were not in good shape. Their clothing had been removed so a pair of healers could fix them up, but the cuts, gashes, and contusions covering their bodies were not healing quickly enough. Blood seeped from the wounds and stained the blankets they were under. Earland’s entire left flank had also been turned to stone. This didn’t stop the healers from at least trying, and they constantly moved their hands in idiosyncratic patterns that let them channel the water element through their palms and into the injured pair.

      The human body was made of 60% water, which was the reason the water element was so good at healing. It was possible to heal wounds by manipulating the water in the human body. Unfortunately, most Spiritualists did not have a clear understanding of why the water element worked so well at healing, and so their methods weren’t very effective.

      Rainer was also present. He was standing against the wall, his fists clenched as he stared at his two sons. When we entered, he looked up at us with his caramel eyes, which currently did not contain their usual calm. His short, sandy hair was in disarray as well.

      “E-Earland! Mykkel!” Kari released a shocked cry as she rushed to the pair. The rest of us stood back for a moment to allow the girl time with her brothers. “What… what happened to you two?”

      It was rare to see Kari get this emotional, but these were her brothers. Blood was thicker than water or so that old saying went. I imagined even if they were not as close as they could be, family was still family, and she loved them quite dearly.

      “Kari…” Earland could barely open his eyes, for his face was swollen so badly. I could just barely make out their color from behind the massive swells that were his eyelids.

      Mykkel did not respond to Kari’s words at all. He was completely unconscious, his breathing labored and sweat forming on his body. His skin was flushed red. What’s more, I noticed that the blood flowing from his wounds was purple.

      That could only mean one thing.

      “Don’t speak. Just rest for now. You will be okay,” Kari said as she reached out and grabbed his hand. She wasn’t crying, but I could see that she was doing all in her power not to break down. It had been a long time since I had seen her this distraught.

      “How is it looking?” Dante asked the healer attending to Mykkel. The healer seemed to be having a much harder time healing him than the Spiritualist healing Earland.

      The man shook his head. “He’s not looking good. All of his Spiritual Power has been completely exhausted, which is making it harder for my own Spiritual Power to heal his body. What’s more, the poison in his system is more potent than anything I’ve ever seen. It’s taking all I have just to contain it.”

      Mykkel had an affinity for water, as I recall, which made me think he had probably exhausted his Spiritual Power keeping Earland alive. In doing so, he had likely saved his brother’s life. However, now his own life was in danger.

      “Let me take a look at him.” I walked forward and gently but firmly pushed the healer away. The man looked like he was about to protest, but Dante stopped him.

      “Let Eryk see if he can do anything,” the man said.

      “Yes, Commander.” The healer sent me one last glare before reluctantly backing off.

      Studying Mykkel with both my eyes and Spiritual Perception, I could honestly say that I was shocked he was still alive. There was a thick poison flowing through his body. With Spiritual Perception, I could see this poison as a purple shade flowing through his veins, so dark it appeared black. Whatever had caused this was so strong it left a powerful Spiritual Residue inside of the poison.

      “Lin,” I called to the Lamia. “Do you recognize this poison?”

      Coming up behind me, Lin studied Mykkel for several silent seconds before eventually nodding. “He’s been poisoned by a snake, though this princess cannot say which kind. However, the poison is very deadly. It’s even deadlier than a Lamia’s poison.”

      “They have both been poisoned by a Basilisk,” I announced to the group. Shocked gasps rang out from everyone, but I ignored them as I placed my hands over Mykkel’s chest and continued talking. “Basilisks are listed as an S-Rank Demon Beast. They are known as the King of Serpents. It is one of the most feared creatures within the Demon Beast Mountain Range, said to cause death with a single glance and containing a poison so potent nothing can survive it.”

      Channeling my Spiritual Power and transforming it into the water element, I let the element flow into Mykkel’s wounds. First, I began eradicating the poison. This was a lot harder than it sounded. The poison of a Basilisk was virulent. When my water element tried to destroy it, the poison fought viciously back.

      In order to destroy the Basilisk venom, I slowly isolated the many strands flowing through Mykkel’s body, surrounding each strand with water, and then purifying the poison using my element.

      Since there was so much poison currently running rampant through his body, it took longer than I would have liked to cure him. While I was healing Mykkel, the two healers were now working on Earland, who didn’t seem to have been poisoned. That said, his entire left side had been turned to stone.

      Sweat formed on my brow as I continued to systematically destroy one strand of poison after another. The reason this healer couldn’t heal Mykkel wasn’t that Mykkel’s exhausted Spiritual Power was hampering his efforts. It was because the poison was simply so powerful that it destroyed the water element as soon as it entered the body. The only way to heal Mykkel was to overpower the poison with someone whose water element was stronger than the poison itself.

      As I continued working, I told the others what I knew about Basilisks. “The fact that Mykkel and Earland are still alive means the Basilisk they encountered hasn’t reached full maturity. If it had, Mykkel would have died from the poison and Earland would have been dead instead of having the left side of his body petrified. That means this Basilisk currently only has the power of an A-Rank Demon Beast instead of an S-Rank one. Still…” I continued as I finished destroying the last trace of poison. “It’s a miracle they survived against something like that and returned here alive.”

      “My kids are strong,” Dante said. The words were prideful, but there was no pride in his voice. Only worry. “And they are resourceful. If there is a way to escape from a situation alive, they’ll find it.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. There was nothing I could say. The evidence of his words lay before me.

      With the poison from Mykkel’s body gone, it became much easier to heal his injuries. I flooded his body with the water element, then sent it to all the injured areas, using the water to promote the body’s natural healing. This caused his wounds to visibly begin closing. It was almost like watching him get injured in reverse. The flesh sealed up like I was reversing the flow of time, leaving behind healthy pink skin.

      Mykkel’s breathing became much easier once I had healed him. With him healed, I turned to Earland.

      Unlike Mykkel, Earland’s life was not in danger, but that was not to say he was out of the woods. He had obviously been hit with the Basilisk’s stare. Had the Basilisk been fully grown, that stare would have killed him. The fact that his body had become petrified instead was proof that they had fought against an immature Basilisk.

      Of course, he should have been completely petrified. That he wasn’t likely had something to do with his own strong Spiritual Power and Mykkel using the water element to fight against the petrification.

      “Eryk,” Kari mumbled as she looked up at me. Her eyes were wet, yet no tears fell from them. She was trying so hard to stay strong. Later, when it was just us, I would have to let her pour those emotions out. It wasn’t good to keep them contained like this. But I understood now was not the time for such things.

      “Don’t worry,” I said with a slight smile. “I can heal Earland of his petrification.”

      Dante ordered the two healers who had been doing all they could for Earland to step back. Both of them had seen me do what they could not, so neither was willing to even put up a fight this time. When they took a step away from the bed, I came up to Earland’s left side, opposite of Kari, who was holding her brother’s non-petrified hand. I placed my hand on the stone-like arm and used Spiritual Perception to get a sense of how powerful this petrification was.

      It looked like the petrification had halted just before reaching his heart, which explained why he hadn’t been killed. I could probably chalk this up to Mykkel making liberal use of the water element to heal his older brother. Water was a purifying force. It had managed to stop the encroachment of petrification by purifying it. Of course, half of Earland’s body was still petrified, but that was better than being dead.

      “Basilisks can use a powerful Spiritual Attack known as Petrification, which penetrates the body through eye contact. They are basically shoving their Spiritual Power combined with a potent killing intent infused with the earth element to petrify their victims,” I said as I began channeling the water element into Earland’s arm. “A fully matured Basilisk has an incredible amount of control over this ability. They can penetrate any part of the body, ignoring all defenses. Even a Spiritual Aura is useless against a Basilisk’s stare. Generally speaking, they petrify only the heart. This instantly kills whoever was petrified, but it leaves the body intact so they can eat it.”

      Kari looked quite pale as I explained what I knew to her. While I did feel bad for giving her so much gruesome information, I also knew she would need to know about this if she planned on exploring the deeper parts of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Basilisks were rare, but they were not uncommon.

      “You seem to know a lot about Basilisks,” Rainer said.

      “I know a lot about Demon Beasts in general,” I admitted without shame. “I’ve studied everything I can so I can figure how best to kill them.”

      Rainer accepted my explanation with a nod and didn’t question me further.

      I focused more on healing Earland now, watching as the pale gray skin became more of a peach color, almost like brand new flesh. His arm relaxed as the petrification disappeared. The skin all along his left side slowly continued shifting back to a more natural skin color, and as it did, the muscles that had been stiff and incapable of moving slackened.

      Since I was already healing the petrification, I decided to go ahead and heal the rest of his wounds too. The torn skin reknit itself together. The bruises vanished. The swelling around his eyes went down. Earland breathed an intense sigh of relief and looked at me with gratitude.

      “Thank you,” he mumbled before falling fast asleep. He must have been unable to rest because of the petrification. Now that it was gone, his body could no longer function without sleep.

      “There.” I stepped back and took a deep breath. “Earland has been healed.”

      The reactions within the room varied. While Kari looked at me like she wanted to hug me so tightly my ribs would fracture, the two healers were staring at me with a mixture of awe and jealousy, their mouths slack. Meanwhile, Lin and Fay did not have any particular expression. They were relieved, of course, but they weren’t very close to Kari’s brothers.

      Dante’s reaction was the most impactful.

      “Thank you!” The man’s silver hair fell around his face as he bowed from the waist. His hands were clenched so tightly that his arms were shaking. “Thank you so much for saving my kids! I know that being a Spiritualist means walking alongside death, but if my kids had died before me, there’s no way I’d ever be able to live with myself.”

      “There’s no need to thank me,” I said with a sigh. “We’re family now. It’s only natural to help family. Besides, one of your sons is still missing. Please save your thanks until after I’ve rescued Geirolf.”

      My words caught everyone off guard. Dante straightened up and looked at me incredulously.

      “You’re going to try and rescue Geirolf?” Rainer asked. He looked as shocked as Dante.

      “Obviously,” I answered. Dante bit his lip, stopping himself from saying something pessimistic, but I already knew what was on his mind. “There is a chance that Geirolf is already dead. However, until we know for sure, we should go under the assumption that he is alive. I’m going to check out the place they were exploring to see if I can find any trace of him. If he’s alive, I’ll bring him back. If he isn’t… I can at least bring back his body so he can have a proper burial.”

      These couldn’t be easy words to hear, but Dante sucked up his feelings and nodded at me. “I understand. Thank you, Eryk. Truly. Please, find my son.”

      “Our son,” Rainer corrected. “I know where they went. I can mark it down for you on a map.”

      I agreed that would be the best way to start my journey. However, before the two men and I left the room, I turned to Fay and Lin.

      “Can you two remain here and look after Kari?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Lin placed a hand on her chest. “This princess has no intention of leaving Big Sister alone right now.”

      “Please be assured that we will look after Kari,” Fay added with a soft smile. “She’s my best friend. I won’t let her suffer by herself.”

      Nodding, I left Kari’s well-being to them and followed Dante and Rainer out of the infirmary. The last I saw of my three betrotheds was Lin and Fay walking over to Kari and hugging her from both sides. Then the door closed, and I was following the two Nevarian Spiritualist commanders down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      We made our way to the commander’s office in silence. Once we entered, Dante went over to the commander’s desk and pulled out a scroll, which he laid on the table in the center of the room. He, myself, and Rainer stood around the table.

      Grabbing a quill and a bottle of ink, Rainer dipped the quill into the ink and circled a section of the Demon Beast Mountain Range that I recognized. It was not very far from Nevaria. In fact, I was shocked by how close it was.

      “This is where Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel said they were going,” Rainer said with furrowed brows.

      “Isn’t that the location of Bucharest?” I asked with a frown. “From what I know, this city was said to be the capital of a kingdom known as Romania before it was destroyed during the Great Catastrophe. The city itself is supposed to have already been cleared out, and I’ve never heard of any Basilisks living there. In fact, Basilisks normally prefer to live in underground caverns.”

      “I know that.” Dante sighed and ran a hand through his silver hair. “Don’t think I’m not aware of this. However, this is where Mykkel said they would be exploring. They actually wanted to travel further in, but the Nevarian Spiritualists we’ve had scouting the Demon Beast Mountain Range have reported that a lot of the stronger Demon Beasts are now closer to Nevaria than they were before, so we refused to let them travel any further than this.”

      “We think the reason for this is because of Dyr,” Rainer added. “I believe her powers attracted these Demon Beasts. However, her powers disappeared before they could follow it to the source, and thus they began inhabiting new regions closer to Nevaria.”

      “That’s certainly plausible,” I murmured. “If that is the case, we will have to clear them out at some point.”

      Thinking on the Demon Beast attack two months ago, I vaguely felt like the number of Demon Beasts that had attacked Nevaria had been too few. Maybe my memories from my previous life were simply fuzzy. I’ll admit that I had not been focused on how many Demon Beasts were attacking at the time, but I also felt like the Demon Beast Invasion in my previous life had consisted of far more Demon Beasts than the one in this life.

      The most likely reason I could think of was that Dyr’s power in this life had not been as strong, or maybe the ritual had not been complete. The Leucht Family had decided to use Dyr two years earlier than they had in my last life. Had they waited a few more years, then I’m sure the Demon Beast Invasion would have been just as big in this life as it had been in my previous one.

      “Bucharest has a sewer system much like the one here in Nevaria,” Rainer added. “The Basilisk might be using the sewers as its home.”

      “If Bucharest has a sewer system, then a Basilisk might decide to make the city its territory,” I admitted. “Either way, I’ll start my search there. However, I’m going to need several things first.” I looked at Dante. “I need you to travel back to the Imperial Royal Palace and grab the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, my armor, and my alchemist set.” Then I looked at Rainer. “And I want you to head over to the Alchemist Association and get several ingredients for me. I’ll write them down for you.”

      I grabbed a blank sheet of parchment from the commander’s desk, took the quill from Rainer’s extended hand, and jotted down the list of ingredients I needed. There was a lot more for this pill than almost any other pill I could refine. Fortunately, none of them were extremely rare. I was positive the Alchemist Association would have everything I needed.

      Rainer looked at the list and nodded. “I’ll have someone grab these right away.”

      “And I’ll personally get everything you requested,” Dante added.

      Dante and Rainer soon left, and I debated traveling back into the infirmary where Kari, Fay, and Lin were, but it was only for a moment before I decided against it. Right now, I needed to focus on saving Geirolf. If I saw Kari at the moment, my attention would go right to her. It was better to keep my distance for now and leave comforting her to Fay and Lin.

      I had to stay focused.

      Dante and Rainer must have been working exceptionally fast. Rainer returned within an hour and a half, carrying several bags’ worth of ingredients. Everything I had requested was inside of the bags. Dante returned about half an hour after Rainer with the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, my armor, and my alchemy set.

      “Is there an empty room here that I can use?” I asked.

      “There is. Follow me,” Rainer said as he walked out of the commander’s office.

      The room that he led me to was just a big empty space with four walls, a ceiling, a floor, and a table in the center. I walked up to the table and began setting up my alchemy set without wasting any time. The longer it took me to begin, the longer it would be before I could rescue Geirolf, and the more likely it was that he would die—if he wasn’t already dead.

      Rainer left me alone once I began setting up my alchemy kit. Fortunately, the table was large enough to fit everything on it. After I had set everything up, I began pulling ingredients out of the bag and setting them on the table as well.

      Alchemy was the act of refining pills that created various effects. Generally, alchemy pills were consumed, but they sometimes could also be absorbed through the skin after releasing them into a bath, such as the case with the Body Forging Pill.

      Alchemy pills were categorized into four tiers: Beginner, Intermediate, Master, and Original. Beginner-tier alchemy pills were relatively easy to make and generally only required no more than six to ten ingredients at the most. Intermediate-tier alchemy pills often required anywhere between ten and fifty ingredients. Meanwhile, Master-tier alchemy pills could consist of fifty or more ingredients.

      The more ingredients required to refine an alchemy pill, the more difficult it was to refine. This was because multiple ingredients had to be refined at the same time. What’s more, if you let any one ingredient sit for too long, the ingredient would be ruined, and you’d have to refine it all over again. And since all the ingredients had to be refined within a specific time frame of each other, if one of the ingredients became ruined, then all of the ingredients would become useless as well.

      I started the refining process by first filling up two 500 mL beakers with water to the halfway point. I placed a burner—a flat disc made from a monster core with the fire element—underneath them and activated both burners to bring the water to a boil. While waiting for the water to boil, I grabbed the first ingredient I needed to refine.

      Juniper berries.

      They were tiny, blue berries that looked a lot like blueberries, but they were harder and couldn’t be eaten by normal people unless they wanted to ruin their teeth. These had to be calcined. After crushing the berries in the mortar, I scraped the remains inside of a 100 mL beaker and activated another burner to begin roasting them.

      Next, I grabbed the spirit root, which looked like a glowing white root with numerous fine hairs sprouting from it. I placed this inside of a 200 mL flask, capped the flask, and then activated yet another burner. This particular ingredient needed to be sublimated. In other words, I needed to turn it into a gas without letting it turn into the liquid stage first.

      Following this, I grabbed two more ingredients, sun moth wings and mora tapinella, which I added together inside one of the 500 mL beakers. The water was boiling. After tossing in the ingredients, I took a stirring rod and began mixing them, watching with careful eyes as both ingredients dissolved into the water. It wasn’t long before the substances had congealed together and turned a viscous green.

      By this point, the juniper berries had roasted nicely. I used tongs to grab the 500 mL beaker and brought it over to the 100 mL beaker, tilted it, and let the water slowly mix into the calcined juniper berries. The boiling liquid hit the berries and quickly mixed in with them. The berries dissolved and the water shifted from clear to dark blue. I made sure the berries had mixed into the water properly with a stirring rod, then added the new substance into the 500 mL beaker with the sun moth wings and mora tapinella. The resulting concoction went from viscous green and dark blue respectively to a bright golden color.

      I glanced at the spirit root and saw that it had become completely shriveled. There was a powerful liquid located inside of spirit roots that contained strong healing properties, but the liquid had been vaporized in this instance, becoming a thick gas that tried floating out of the flask but couldn’t because I had capped it.

      Being careful not to let any of the gas escape, I uncapped the flask and quickly replaced it with a separator funnel, squibb-shaped, and glass stopcock. The gas quickly floated upward through the tube and began gathering inside of the 500 mL stopcock. Once all the gas had gathered inside, I closed the neck so none of the gas could escape, set it aside, and got started on the rest of the ingredients.

      It took nearly two hours to refine the first alchemy pill. The pill I was refining required a total of 128 ingredients. Some of the ingredients needed to be refined through calcination, others were refined via ceration, and still, others relied on congelation or fusion to properly refine. What’s more, I was refining most of these ingredients at either the same time or immediately after refining two or more ingredients, and then I had to mix them all in a specific order for each ingredient to activate and work in conjunction with the others. By the time I got to the part where I used my Spiritual Power to create the pill, the mental strain was enough that even a master alchemist would have felt exhausted.

      “That’s one Azoth Medicinal Pill ready,” I muttered with a tired sigh as I held the alchemy pill in my hand.

      It was a golden pill that appeared perfectly smooth and round. There didn’t seem to be anything unusual or remarkable about it outside of the pure gold color itself. However, this pill was one of the most difficult Master-tier alchemy pills a person could refine.

      “Now I just have to make at least one more.” I sighed tiredly as I cleaned out my alchemy set and got back to work.
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        * * *

      

      It took another three hours to refine a second Azoth Medicinal Pill. It would have only taken two, but I made a mistake halfway through the refining process and had to start over. However, I finally had two alchemy pills—one for Geirolf and one for myself in case we needed them.

      After making the alchemy pills, I stored them in my pouch, which contained several other pills I felt like I might need, and began putting on my armor. I slid the chestplate over my head. The chestplate was composed of two parts, a back and front plate that was held together with leather straps, which I tightened until both were fitted comfortably to my chest. Once that was done, I attached the greaves to my boots.

      I was wearing the same clothing I usually did when I went out. The dark black pants fit my legs snugly and had an elasticity that let them stretch out to conform against my bottom. A light blue undershirt was underneath my chestplate. The front was longer than the back, which caused it to trail down in front of me like a hanging tapestry. I put the dark blue vest with a high collar over my chestplate. The ends extended past my knees. Once everything else was secure, I put on a pair of gray fingerless gloves that went past my shoulders and cinched a belt, which my pouch was attached to, around my waist.

      The sound of the door opening alerted me to someone entering. I paused with my right hand halfway to the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and turned my head to Kari, who stood in the doorway with red eyes and a determined expression.

      “I’m going with you,” she said, and I finally noticed that she was also dressed in her new armor, which had been fitted over her blue and white shirt, which featured long sleeves and appeared vaguely dress-like. The reason I didn’t call it a dress was because it stopped too high up her legs. Her knee-high brown boots were protected by new greaves, while black tights covered her legs and hips.

      I found myself at a crossroads. I had been planning on going alone. I could travel faster by myself than I could if someone else was with me, and I had planned on liberally abusing the Flash Step to reach Bucharest within a few hours. If Kari went with me, my pace would be slowed, which meant that even if Geirolf was still alive, his chances of surviving until I arrived went down. It would be better if I went alone.

      At the same time, Kari and Geirolf were brother and sister. They were family.

      “I might not like Geirolf very much.” Kari took a step forward as she placed a hand on her chest. “But he’s still my brother. I can’t just sit here and do nothing, knowing that he’s out there somewhere with a Basilisk after him. Please let me come with you.”

      Gazing into the woman’s eyes, I found a determined fire blazing inside of her beautiful blue irises. There was a will stronger than mythril hidden behind that gorgeous face.

      Whether it was in this life or my previous life, I had never once been able to deny Kari anything, and so my will to reject her desire crumbled before it could even form. I took in a deep breath, held it, then expelled it.

      “If Geirolf is still alive and there really is a Basilisk after him, this situation is going to be incredibly dangerous,” I said.

      “I know,” Kari said.

      “If you come with me, you will have to follow every order I give you.”

      “I know.”

      “Even if that order is to leave me behind.”

      Kari did not say “I know” when I said this. Her mouth trembled as she struggled against her conflicting emotions.

      “Kari,” I began. “If you cannot follow every order I give, no matter what that order is, I won’t take you with me.”

      “I… I understand.” It sounded like she was choking on the words. “I’ll follow your orders… even… even if you tell me to leave you behind.” Her eyes watered as if the very idea was physically hurting her, but she smiled at me. “But I’m only willing to do that because I have confidence in you. I have faith that you will always return to me, so you had better make sure to come back even if the worst should happen.”

      Her words made me smile. “Don’t worry. Something like a Basilisk that hasn’t even reached full maturity won’t be enough to defeat me.”

      Since I made my decision to let Kari come with me, I saw no point in remaining here. After grabbing the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I used magnetism to make it stick to my back and then traveled with Kari outside of the Nevarian Headquarters. Lin, Fay, Rainer, and Dante must have been informed that we were leaving. They exited the headquarters several seconds after us.

      “Eryk,” Rainer said. “Take care of yourself out there… and please bring Geirolf back home.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “Also, take care of Kari,” Dante added. “Don’t let anything happen to her.”

      “I won’t. I promise,” I said.

      “This princess doesn’t like the idea of you two going out there by yourself.” Lin crossed her arms and bit her lip. “She wants to go with you.”

      I shook my head. “If it weren’t such a dire situation where time was our greatest enemy, I’d let you both come along, but that isn’t possible right now. I need to travel quickly.”

      “This princess knows that, which is why she’s not arguing to come with you.” Lin slithered up and kissed both me and Kari on the cheeks. “Please come back safely.”

      “We will,” Kari promised.

      Unlike Lin, who was very free with her affection, Fay stood in place about a meter away, not saying anything as she gripped her clothing. I saw this and sighed.

      “Fay,” I said, causing her to blink. “I’m counting on you to hold down the fort.”

      “Yes… I will do that,” Fay said with trembling lips. “Please… don’t do anything reckless.”

      The very act of traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range without prior preparation was reckless in and of itself, never mind the fact that I might end up fighting a Basilisk. I didn’t say this, however. I promised her that I would do everything in my power to stay safe.

      With our goodbyes said, I lifted Kari into a princess carry, activated Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step, and sped toward the northern gate that would lead me out of Nevaria.
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      After making my way past Demon Beast Gate, which had been repaired after the Demon Beast attack and now sported two massive towers with giant ballista sitting at the crowns, I used the Flash Step to quickly pass through the mountain pass that separated Nevaria from the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      Kari was clinging to me as I traveled. Her arms were around my neck, her face buried in my shoulder to protect her from the wind as her hair billowed out behind us. She was still holding onto her ranseur, which added some wind resistance that slowed me a bit, but I hardly noticed it. I would have used wind manipulation to protect her, but I was no wind affinity Spiritualist.

      



  





        
          [image: ]
        

      




  




I didn’t stop moving even after we reached the ravine, using the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step to bypass the ravine and travel deeper into the forest.

      Bucharest was located in the direction opposite of where Catalyna’s group had traveled. They had gone northwest. We were traveling southwest.

      I raced through the forest without stopping. Using the Flash Step, I traveled several hundred meters within the blink of an eye. My Spiritual Power was churning as I pushed myself to move faster.

      Even if someone learned the Flash Step, very few would ever be able to use it for long-distance travel like I could. Speed was the focal point that determined the basis for this technique. A Spiritualist’s proficiency with the Flash Step was determined by how fast they could get from point A to point B in the least number of steps. Most people couldn’t travel more than fifteen to twenty meters using it.

      While Kari and I had modified the Flash Step so people other than me could use it, I was still the creator and the one who had the most proficiency with the technique. I could travel 200 meters within a single step if I really pushed myself.

      Right now, I was really pushing myself.

      My awareness of the world around me had become distorted as I raced through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Trees and plants blurred into streaks of green and brown. To accommodate for the sudden distortion in my perceptions, I channeled lightning through my eyes, blinking several times as my ability to perceive light sharpened, allowing me to see exactly where I was going with incredible clarity.

      Barely a split second after I emerged from a Flash Step, a Demon Beast leapt out from the trees and lurched toward me. It had a snake head for a tail, the body of a lion, and the face of a goat. A Chimera variation. This forest was not its natural habitat. It had probably arrived here due to Dyr’s power and simply made this place its territory when her power vanished.

      I did not let myself become distracted or surprised by the sudden appearance of this creature.

      Using the Flash Step, I stepped onto its head and shoved lightning into its body. The beast roared. It was an agonized shriek that echoed through the forest for only a second as the Demon Beast’s brain was fried. It crumbled to the ground with a loud thump, but I didn’t pay attention to the carcass anymore.

      I was already moving.

      It took two hours for me to reach Bucharest. The crumbling buildings of the ruined city eventually came into view. Architecturally different from Nevaria, the buildings looked like they had been bigger and flashier than the city I lived in. I heard that before the Great Catastrophe, humanity had created many cities that could have even rivaled Midgard.

      I stopped using the Flash Step after reaching the border of the city.

      Setting a slightly shaken Kari back on her feet, I craned my neck to observe the city while my companion slammed the butt of her ranseur into the ground, leaned over, and tried to regain her breath. Her knees were wobbling. I was sure the incredibly high-speed journey had left her disoriented.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      Kari nodded. “Yes, just give me a moment to regain my bearings.”

      I nodded and observed the city some more.

      Much of Bucharest had been overgrown. Trees covered a good portion of the city, breaking through the streets and growing out of buildings, vines hung from the walls of the few still relatively complete buildings, and the sound of Demon Beasts echoed from all around us. While many of the buildings lay in ruins, a good few were still miraculously standing. These buildings were between four and five stories tall.

      “So this is Bucharest,” Kari murmured. “I’ve always wanted to explore this place, even though it’s already been completely mapped out.”

      Bucharest was the closest city to Nevaria, therefore making it the most easily accessible. What’s more, the Demon Beasts who made this city their territory weren’t that strong—or they hadn’t been until the Basilisk showed up.

      “We should begin our search for Geirolf now,” I said. “Let’s stick together. I’ll use Spiritual Perception to try and locate him.”

      “I understand.” Kari pulled her ranseur from the ground and twirled it around. “I’ll help you out however I can.”

      The two of us made our way into the city, and I quickly activated Spiritual Perception to try and locate Geirolf.

      Spiritual Perception was a Spiritual Sensing Technique that allowed Spiritualists to sense the Spiritual Aura of others. Spiritualists like myself, who were more sensitive to Spiritual Power than most, could even detect the Spiritual Residue left behind by other Spiritualists and Demon Beasts.

      The world around me shifted. All the colors disappeared, shifting into varying shades of gray. The grass growing from between cracks on the street, the vines hanging from buildings, and even the buildings themselves, all of it had turned monochrome.

      However, while I could no longer see the world in color, that didn’t mean color had entirely disappeared from my perceptions. Kari appeared to me as a bright flame of pure gold. This was a denotation to her elemental affinity, which was light.

      “There are a lot of B-Rank Demon Beasts here,” I said at last as several more flames appeared in my vision.

      “Really?” Kari looked startled. “I was told there were no Demon Beasts above C-rank in Bucharest.”

      “That’s how it used to be,” I explained. “But that changed after the Leucht Family used Dyr to draw Demon Beasts to Nevaria.” I turned my head and looked at a building as though I was looking through it. “This is only a guess, but Dante and Rainer believe these Demon Beasts are ones that came from deeper in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. They were drawn here by Dyr’s power, but when Dyr died, the power was no longer guiding them to Nevaria, so they ended up making this city their new territory.”

      “Oh. Yes, that would make a lot of sense,” Kari murmured.

      “Let’s keep moving,” I suggested.

      Our journey into Bucharest continued, but though we claimed a lot of ground, I still couldn’t find a single trace of Geirolf’s unique Spiritual Signature anywhere. This could mean one of two things: either he was still outside of my range to perceive him, or he was dead. However, even if he was dead, I should have still been able to detect the Spiritual Residue left by his remains.

      I was hoping his lack of presence meant he was alive.

      We turned into a wide street that looked like it had once been a bazaar. It was hard to tell because nothing remained of the stalls that would have been situated on either side of the road. After several thousand years, the wood and fabrics had rotted away, but I could easily imagine street vendors lining up here, hawking their wares to people passing by.

      As we began walking, a loud roar echoed around us, causing Kari and me to stop. The ground shook. Boom. Boom! BOOM! I could already see it with my Spiritual Perception, the creature coming in our direction. It appeared in my vision as a massive red flame that walked on four legs.

      “A Behemoth is coming our way,” I muttered with some shock.

      “What?!” Kari looked at me in surprise.

      Just then, a giant creature appeared from around a building. It stood on four legs thicker than several tree trunks combined. Each time it raised a paw and brought it down, the ground shook as though it was being rocked by an earthquake. Its elongated body, covered in purple fur, rippled with muscles as it moved. Feral lips peeled back in a snarling muzzle, revealing rows of sharp teeth. Two horns were situated on its forehead, one near the top, and the other, slightly smaller one, sitting immediately behind it.

      Kari sucked in a breath. “I never expected to see a Behemoth here!”

      Behemoths were B-Rank Demon Beasts with the potential to become A-Rank Demon Beasts if they lived long enough. This one was clearly still a B-rank. If it had been an A-rank, it would have been much bigger, at least two or three times its current size. That would have made it tower over these buildings.

      I wondered if this creature was the same one Kari and I fought in my previous life. Well, not like it mattered.

      “Let’s not waste any time! Kari!”

      “Right!”

      Kari and I split away from each other as the Behemoth opened its mouth. A large sphere of fire agglomerated inside of its mouth, glowing bright red as it became condensed and then released as a massive beam of fire. The flames were so hot I could feel them even from a distance, but I didn’t panic.

      Grabbing the handle of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I began channeling the water element into my blade, forming a thick shell of highly condensed water around it. As the beam of fire came in my direction, I swung the blade. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler easily sliced through the Behemoth’s fire breath. Once the Behemoth realized its attack wasn’t doing anything, it stopped using fire breath and rumbled toward me with massive footsteps that shook the city.

      However, while the Behemoth was wholly focused on me, who I guess it deemed was a larger threat, it was unaware of the true threat now directly beneath it.

      Kari.

      While I had been keeping the Demon Beast’s attention, Kari had used the Flash Step to appear beneath the Behemoth. With a loud battle cry, she swung her glowing ranseur at the nearest leg. There was a streak. A flash of light. Then an agonized and enraged cry was released from the Behemoth as Kari’s weapon tore through the ligaments of its front right leg. Dark blood sprayed from the wound and splattered the ground, but she ignored that and swung at the left front leg, tearing through that one as well.

      With another liberal use of the Flash Step, Kari disappeared from beneath the Behemoth, which could no longer support its own weight and fell face-first into the ground. The earth shook even more fiercely than it had before. I needed to bend my knees to keep myself from being knocked to the ground.

      During that time, Kari had ascended into the sky and was weaving her ranseur in intricate patterns that caused the tip to glow more brightly than ever before. I could sense the immense surge of Spiritual Power being emitted from her body as it was channeled into her weapon. As she began descending, the blonde woman finally activated her technique, thrusting her ranseur at the Behemoth.

      Divine Buster Cannon was a powerful technique that created a massive cone of light energy. This energy was so intense that it had the power to vaporize any object it came into contact with. In my previous life, Kari had used this Spiritual Light Technique many times to kill Sekbeists, which were all susceptible to Spiritual Light Techniques.

      The technique roared as it slammed into the Behemoth’s head. A bright light erupted from where the technique struck, forcing me to close my eyes.

      Having seen this technique plenty of times before, I knew what was coming and lowered my center of gravity by bending my knees. I was just in time. The intense aftershock of the attack slammed into me, pushing my body backward as I slammed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler into the ground and used it to protect most of my body. Several chunks of debris hit me, but my body had been enhanced by Body Forging Pills. I barely felt the debris as it struck. When the aftershocks finally died down, I set the Dragon’s Tail Ruler on my back again and opened my eyes.

      The Behemoth was still there. However, the giant creature was now without its head. All that remained was a cauterized neck. There was also a massive hole in the road below where the head would have been. Meanwhile, Kari was standing next to the Demon Beast, leaning on her ranseur as she took several deep breaths.

      I walked over to the hole in the road and peered down. The hole, which had perfectly smooth edges, led to the first floor of the sewers beneath Bucharest. I could just make out the floor and judged the drop to be about ten meters.

      “What should we do now?” asked Kari. “Are you thinking of traveling into the sewers?”

      I nodded. “I’m beginning to get a good idea as to what happened here. I think Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel came to Bucharest, not expecting there to be any high-rank Demon Beasts. They probably ran into this Behemoth right here, or perhaps one of the other B-ranks I can sense, and were forced into the sewers, where they ran into the Basilisk. Earland and Mykkel were separated from Geirolf somehow. They managed to escape, but I suspect Geirolf is still somewhere down here.”

      Kari agreed with me. She pulled her ranseur out of the ground, popped a Spiritual Recovery Pill into her mouth, and walked over to me. She peered down the hole, frowning as she looked at the small spot that was visible thanks to the light seeping in from above.

      “Let’s not waste time here,” she said at last. “If Geirolf is down there, then we need to hurry.”

      “You are correct. Let’s go.”

      Kari and I jumped down the hole. The fall was short, barely a second. My feet met the ground, and I bent my knees to absorb the shock of impact. Kari was right beside me. We stood up at the same time and looked around.

      It was impossible to see far in this darkness, but Kari rotated her left hand in a circular motion, generating a small ball of light that sat above her palm. The light cast away some of the darkness. Even so, we could only see about fifteen meters in any one direction.

      “Which way should we go?” asked Kari.

      “I have no idea since I still can’t sense Geirolf with Spiritual Perception,” I sighed. “This city is so vast, and the sewers are every bit as large. All we can do is choose a random direction and hope we get lucky.”

      “That’s… not what I was hoping to hear,” Kari admitted.

      “I know.” I gave her a wan smile.

      Since we really had no choice, the two of us chose a random direction and began walking through the vast underground network.
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        * * *

      

      Because they had nothing to do, Lin and Fay decided to remain in the infirmary and look after Earland and Mykkel. They were too worried to sleep. Dante and Rainer had told them to try and relax, to take a break, but they couldn’t stand the thought of doing nothing while Kari and Eryk were heading into danger.

      Of course, all they could do now was watch Earland and Mykkel as they slept. Lin was sitting on a couch that had been moved into the infirmary for her. She had a leather-bound notebook sitting on her lap and was writing something down. Occasionally, she would dip her quill in a bottle of ink that was situated on a small table next to her. Meanwhile, Fay was polishing her gauntlets, which she had already polished several times.

      She gazed at her gauntlets. The runes etched onto their surfaces were ones she recognized from having seen them several times before, but she honestly didn’t know how they worked. Part of her wished Eryk were here so she could ask him about them.

      “How long do you think it will take for Big Sister and Darling to return?” Lin suddenly asked.

      Fay looked up from the gauntlets, gazed at Lin, then looked away and shrugged. “I do not know. I’m not even sure how long it will take them to reach Bucharest, though I imagine they will be gone longer than a day.”

      “This princess… does not like the idea of those two traveling outside of Nevaria without her,” Lin confessed.

      “Neither do I,” Fay said.

      “This princess wishes she could help them more.”

      “I feel the same way.”

      “Do you think there is something we can do?”

      Fay smiled uncertainly at her dark-skinned companion. “Maybe in the future, but right now, about all we can do is sit here and wait for them to return.”

      “This princess hates waiting,” Lin sighed before growing silent.

      Seeing how Lin wasn’t going to speak up again, Fay began tracing the runes on her gauntlets, studying their shape. There was Thurisaz and Kenaz, one which meant purging and cleansing fire and the other representing the vital fire of life. There was also Nautiz Merkstave, which could mean constraint of freedom. The last one was Sowilo. Like the others, this one had many meanings, but she believed it probably represented the elemental force of fire or the sword of flames in this instance.

      As she was trying to figure out how these runes all fit together, a groan from one of the beds alerted her to someone waking up. She and Lin glanced at Mykkel at the same time as he slowly opened his eyes. The young man blinked several times, his unfocused gaze roving around the room.

      “Where… am I?” he asked.

      “You are in the infirmary located in the Nevarian Spiritualist’s northern barracks,” Fay answered as she stood up.

      “Nevarian Spiritualist…? So, we were able to make it after all.” Mykkel sighed as he closed his eyes, but then he opened them and glanced at her and Lin as they came up to the bed. “Geirolf… we need to rescue him. He’s still… still underneath Bucharest.”

      “Do not worry,” Lin said. “Big Sister and Darling are already on their way to save Geirolf.”

      “Just the two of them?” Mykkel looked like someone had punched him in the stomach. “That’s not enough people! They’ll be killed!”

      Fay frowned but tried her best to soothe the man’s worry. “Relax, Eryk and Kari already know about the Basilisk.”

      While Mykkel looked surprised, he quickly shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. It’s not just the Basilisk that’s the problem.”

      Fay did not like the sound of that, and from the worried expression on her face, neither did Lin.

      “Is there something else that could pose a threat to Eryk and Kari?” Fay asked.

      “There is.” Mykkel’s expression was both grave and imploring. “There is a threat even bigger than the Basilisk—the person who is controlling it.”
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        * * *

      

      Much like the sewers beneath Nevaria, the ones underneath Bucharest had a small slope downward that allowed water to flow smoothly through it. Similarly, dozens of pathways branched out in all directions, and these lateral passages led deeper into the sewers. Fortunately, the similarities ended there.

      Unlike Nevaria’s sewers, these ones did not have the stench of piss and feces permeating every corner. It was probably because they had been unused for so long. While the water flowing through these channels was murky and brown, it was more on account of mud from the roots that had pushed through the bricks than anything else. This place was covered in vines and other plant life.

      I couldn’t accurately figure out how much time had passed since the two of us had come down here, but it felt like hours had gone by. Kari and I had journeyed through numerous passages, traveled downstairs, and went ever deeper into the sewers.

      My Spiritual Perception was active. I was extending the range as far as I could, but so far, I hadn’t found anything. There were no Demon Beasts this far down. My guess was that all of them were afraid of the Basilisk.

      Kari and I were completely silent as we traveled, but that just meant the sound of our footsteps was extremely loud as they echoed along the walls. My fiancée held her ranseur in one hand and a light sphere floated over the other. The sphere was bright enough to illuminate the path before us, but it didn’t extend more than ten meters in any given direction.

      Suddenly, I stopped.

      “What it is?” asked Kari, her voice a soft whisper.

      I turned my head and stared through a wall on our left. Narrowing my eyes, I extended my Spiritual Perception in this direction and saw a fading green flame. It flickered like it would go out at any moment, but it was there, and that was all that mattered.

      “I’ve found Geirolf,” I announced at last.

      “You have?! Where?” asked Kari.

      “This way. Follow me.”

      Kari and I increased our speed as we traveled through several more tunnels, and I kept my Spiritual Perception on so I could monitor how close we were getting to Geirolf. We soon came upon a section of the sewer walls that had crumbled away. It was a large passage about twenty meters wide and looked reminiscent of a natural cave, which the two of us soon traveled down until we reached the end of the tunnel, where we found him.

      “Geirolf!” Kari raced toward her brother, though she fell to her knees upon seeing the state he was in. “Oh… Oh, no… Geirolf…”

      I grimaced as I closed the distance as well. Geirolf’s armor was gone, and so were most of his clothes. His bare skin was covered in bruises and lacerations, many of which were an ugly purple. However, that was nothing compared to the missing limbs.

      Geirolf’s right arm and left leg were gone. I couldn’t tell if his limbs had been bitten off or torn off, but the flesh around each wound was jagged, suggesting that they had not been cut off with a blade. It was a brutal sight. His thigh had a leather belt around it, acting as a makeshift tourniquet. His arm did not have one. Blood dripped from the wound, but it wasn’t as bad as I would have imagined. The blood had clotted. I recognized the work of a Blood Clotting Pill.

      “E-Eryk…” Kari turned her head to me, face pale, eyes trembling. “Geirolf… he… his arms and legs…”

      “I know.” I knelt beside her and observed Geirolf, whose breathing was incredibly labored. “It looks like he’s been relying on alchemy pills to stay alive, but he must have run out recently.” I gestured toward the pouch by his left hand, which was empty. “My guess is that after running for as long as he could, his body eventually gave out and he collapsed here.”

      “What… can we do?” asked Kari. “Can we save him?”

      “We can.” I reached into the pouch at my side and began rummaging through it. “Fortunately, I already foresaw that he’d be heavily injured and decided to bring the only pill I know of that can save someone at death’s door.”

      Kari’s eyes went wide. “You mean…?”

      “Yes. I mean the Immortal Phoenix Pill.”

      I found the jar I was looking for and pulled it out. After uncapping the jade jar, a thick medicinal scent spread through the cave. I tipped the jar and let the alchemy pill fall onto my palm. It was about the size of a very large marble, had a mostly red color, but featured several blue phoenix shapes scattered across the surface.

      “This is one of the pills Feinrea made when I was teaching her,” I said. “It isn’t as good as the ones I can make, but it will work perfectly for this.” I studied Geirolf and realized something. “I doubt he’s conscious enough to chew or swallow a pill. Hold his mouth open please.”

      Kari already seemed to understand what I planned on doing. She set Geirolf’s head on her lap and held his mouth open. I hovered over Geirolf as I popped the pill into my own mouth and broke the soft outer shell with my teeth. The fluids gushed forward, but I didn’t let them enter my throat, and instead slowly allowed the medicinal liquid to seep from my mouth and enter Geirolf’s mouth. He coughed as the liquid traveled down his throat and tried to spit it back out, but Kari began massaging his throat so the liquid could travel through his esophagus more easily.

      “When he begins thrashing, hold him down,” I said to Kari.

      Her eyes were still wide, but she nodded and began observing Geirolf.

      Steam hissed from his body as the lacerations covering his skin began healing up, slowly closing before they disappeared to show healthy skin. The bruises also vanished rather quickly. However, this was the easy part. The difficult part had yet to come.

      A pained groan escaped Geirolf’s mouth, but it soon turned into a high-pitched wail as he began thrashing around. Kari quickly held him down. Even so, he bucked and kicked and hit her with all his panic-fueled might. Kari didn’t budge. Like me, her body had been reforged with Body Forging Pills, and it would take far more than a weak man on death’s door to hurt her.

      Of course, I was only speaking physically. The emotional pain she must have been going through was something I didn’t want to fathom.

      As Geirolf’s thrashing continued, the leather belt around his leg came undone. The clotted stump began bubbling and undulating before a large white bone suddenly sprouted from the leg. The bones grew. It was a slow and painful process, but eventually, even the bones in his foot had been perfectly regrown. This was followed by muscle fibers growing from the stump, covering the bones as they wove together. Then, at last, flesh expanded along the muscles, leaving behind a perfect leg.

      The same thing happened to his arm.

      The high-pitched screams soon died down and Geirolf entered a deep sleep. As the man’s body relaxed, Kari breathed a sigh of relief and stopped holding him down.

      “It looks like he’s going to make it,” Kari said.

      I nodded. “The Immortal Phoenix Pill is one of the most powerful alchemy pills in the world, though it isn’t the highest-ranked. However, now that he has taken it, the pill will never work again. He’ll need to take care that he never finds himself in another situation like this.”

      “That’s fine.” Kari smiled as she set Geirolf’s head on the ground and shifted so she was sitting with her legs crossed instead of her thighs tucked underneath her butt. “He’s going to live now, and that is what matters. We just have to keep something like this from happening again.”

      “Yes,” I said. However, before I could say much more, another voice echoed through the cavern.

      “It seems even more intruders have decided to enter my base,” the voice was a deep baritone. “I guess those two humans managed to escape back to Nevaria, though I’m surprised you arrived here so soon.”

      Kari and I responded instantly, leaping to our feet and grabbing our weapons. Kari held her ranseur in a two-handed grip, the dual-tipped blade pointing in what she assumed was the direction of the voice, while I had grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and held it loosely at my side. Spiritual Perception was already active. I could see the figure walking toward us. I sucked in my breath.

      This person was nothing but a black flame so dark I almost couldn’t see him even with Spiritual Perception.

      A figure soon appeared in front of us. Tall and rippling with powerful muscles, the figure walked toward us with an arrogant swagger, the black cloak that wreathed him in darkness billowing behind him. His face appeared slightly human. However, his nose was flat, nothing but two thin slits, and he didn’t have any eyebrows. His skin was a dark shade of puke green. Glowing red eyes peered malevolently at us as a grin threatened to split this creature’s face.

      It was a Sekbeist Elite.

      He was staring right at me.

      “Now here is an interesting specimen. You are not human. Just what are you? A half-breed perhaps? It is hard to tell, but I am surprised to see you regardless,” he said at last. “I had not realized any of your kind was still living on Miðgarðr. I thought you had all retreated back to Gudeverdenen with your tails tucked between your legs.” He shrugged. “Well, no matter. You’re about to die soon anyway.”

      I prepared to use the Flash Step as this Sekbeist spoke, but then I caught sight of something slithering in the darkness. It soon appeared, coiling its massive body around the Sekbeist Elite, a gigantic snake covered in black scales, with sharp fangs and eyes capable of petrifying anyone who looked at them.

      The Basilisk had appeared, and it was being controlled by a Sekbeist.

      This was not good.
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      “Close your eyes!” I ordered Kari immediately upon spotting the scaled creature that coiled itself around the Sekbeist Elite.

      Kari did as I ordered. As she shut her eyes, I stomped my foot against the ground and created a massive wall of water between the Basilisk and us, then raised my right hand and unleashed a powerful lance of lightning. It struck the wall to my left, blasting a hole clean through it.

      The Basilisk sprang forward like a spring and crashed headfirst into the wall of water, only to bounce back. A grunt escaped my lips as the water undulated after the powerful strike. This creature was strong, and I had put up that barrier hastily, so it was weaker than it should have been.

      “A water barrier, is it?” the Sekbeist Elite murmured as he took a step forward and tapped the barrier with his hand. Ripples spread along the surface. “And quite sturdy too. I’m rather surprised to see one of your kind using such mundane elements—ah, but if you have lived in this realm all your life, perhaps that is natural. In either event, it seems you are quite powerful. Even though it looks like you’ve only reached the Third State of Spiritualism recently, your powers over the elements are impressive—but, oh, I see. You can’t control all the elements, can you?”

      I ignored the creature as he chortled. While I was curious to know what he meant, now was not the time. I doubted he would tell me anyway.

      After hefting the unconscious Geirolf over my shoulder, I grabbed Kari’s hand and raced through the hole. I could hear the Basilisk pounding on the water barrier with more fervor than before.

      “Eryk? Can I open my eyes now? I can’t see where we’re going.”

      “Yes, you can open your eyes.”

      Kari blinked several times as she opened her eyes and studied the tunnel we were running through.

      After blowing a hole clean through that cavern, we’d ended up in another section of the sewers, which was covered in vines and plants like everywhere else. This particular tunnel we found ourselves in wasn’t as large as some of the other areas. However, it wasn’t small either. I judged it to be at least a dozen meters wide.

      “What should we do now?” asked Kari.

      “First, we need to get as far from the Basilisk and his master as possible,” I said. “I believe he found us thanks to the noise Geirolf made when he was being healed. We’ll get as far as we can, find a place to lay low, and come up with a plan.”

      Kari nodded as I let go of her hand, and the two of us soon disappeared within a Flash Step. We quickly traversed through the sewers, using the Flash Step over and over to travel at speeds nobody else could match. I had no idea where we were. We had gone deeper into the sewers, which had changed from a water-filled passageway full of plants to grimy stones covered in algae. The water located in the channel didn’t even come up past my feet.

      We moved as far as we could until we came upon a section of rounded tunnels. It was still made of stone, but the shape and aesthetic were different, making me wonder if this section had been built by different architects or perhaps even crafted from before Bucharest was built. Maybe another city had existed here long ago.

      “We’ll rest here,” I said in a soft voice.

      “Okay.” Kari didn’t argue with me as she walked over to the curved wall, sat down, and placed her ranseur in her lap.

      I walked to the same spot and set Geirolf against the wall. The unconscious man’s head slumped forward, but he didn’t move otherwise. At least his breathing was still even.

      Sitting next to Kari, I leaned back and closed my eyes for a moment, just allowing myself to relax. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be getting much of that soon.

      However, much as I wanted to relax for at least an hour, I knew we couldn’t.

      “We need to come up with a plan,” Kari said.

      I nodded. “I actually have one, if you want to hear it.”

      She sighed. “I don’t need to hear it. I already know what your plan will be.” She turned her head and looked at me with a surprisingly deadpan stare. “You’re going to tell me to take Geirolf and leave battling against the Basilisk and his master to you, right? That’s what you’re going to say, isn’t it?”

      “You know me too well.” I gave her a helpless smile, but then I shifted my face into a serious frown. “The Basilisk hasn’t yet matured. You can tell by how small it is. An adult Basilisk is about thirty meters long, but that one was only about fifteen. Taking care of it shouldn’t be a problem if I use one of my more powerful attacks. As for the Sekbeist… it looks like he’s a Shaman.”

      Skygge had also been a Sekbeist Shaman, but it seemed like this one specialized in a different branch of Spiritualism. Skygge had used shadows to attack and travel like most Sekbeist Shamans. This one seemed to be capable of controlling Demon Beasts, though I had no idea how such a thing was possible. It could be that he was using some kind of device. I remembered how the Sekbeists in my previous life had been able to control several young dragons. Was it a branch of their powers, or did they have a magical device of some kind that could control others?

      I had no answers. However, I knew this was something I needed to find out… for everyone’s sake.

      “I don’t like the idea of you going up against those two by yourself,” Kari said at last. I said nothing as she sighed. “But I also understand where our priorities should be. I’ll take Geirolf and get out of this sewer, while you deal with the Sekbeist and his pet Basilisk. I… I trust you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      It was clear that Kari was worried for me, but she was still willing to put her trust in me despite this. That made me feel good. Warmth spread through my chest, and I wanted nothing more than to take her into my arms and make love to her… though I resisted.

      Having sex in a sewer was not my idea of a good time.

      We didn’t plan on moving just yet. I thought it would be easier for us to begin our plan if we could wait for Geirolf to wake up. Kari was strong, but I didn’t want her lugging around her brother’s dead weight since she used a weapon that relied on two hands to wield.

      While we waited, I decided it was finally time for me to do a bit more training.

      My training had come to something of a standstill. I could not reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism at the moment, but there was something I could do that I hadn’t tried yet. To be honest, part of me was afraid to try it. Even so, even though I was nervous, I knew that in our current situation, it would be good to have a trump card ready.

      Closing my eyes, I centered my breathing and slowly sank deeper and deeper into my own subconscious. The world around me vanished. The sound of Kari’s and Geirolf’s breathing, the dripping of water, and the creaking of iron all disappeared from my sense of hearing. Even my sense of smell had vanished.

      I soon found myself floating in eternal darkness. It was like I had entered a void. As I floated in this void, several lights suddenly appeared within the distance, and I willed myself toward the lights.

      What I found upon reaching the light source was a swirling nebula being orbited by several spheres. The nebula looked like a murky river of glowing lights slowly rotating. Strange eddies swirled about. Runic symbols that seemed vaguely familiar appeared and disappeared at will. It was a surreal sight, and I thought I sensed something strange about the nebula itself, but I could not for the life of me figure out what.

      I felt a smile appear on my face. How long had it been since I had gazed upon my Spiritual Core? Even back in my previous life, it was not often that I traveled deep into my own subconscious. However, while I was feeling a little nostalgic, a frown soon crossed my face as I realized something was different between this time and the last time I had been here.

      One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.

      I looked at the six spheres orbiting around the nebula that represented my Spiritual Power. There was an electric blue one that crackled with power, a deeper blue sphere made up of rolling waves, a golden sphere that seemed a little dull, a brown sphere that similarly looked dull, a red sphere that I believed represented fire, and a sphere that was so black it looked like a black hole.

      Four of the six spheres lacked any glow or sign of activity. While the electric blue and cerulean blue spheres were glowing with the brilliant luster of their respective elements, the gold, red, brown, and black spheres seemed dead.

      I crossed the arms of my spirit avatar and frowned.

      I had been expecting the golden sphere to be inside of my subconscious. During the battle against Hagan Leucht and Skygge, I had briefly activated the light element when Kari was in danger, but the other three spheres were a mystery to me. They were definitely representations of an element. However, I had no idea which element or why they were inside of me.

      Shaking my head as I realized no answers would be forthcoming, I dispelled those thoughts and floated to the golden sphere. The only way to figure out what was going on would be to activate these elements and see what they were. However, first, I wanted to activate the light element.

      I reached out and placed my hand on the golden sphere. My spirit avatar’s body shuddered as I closed my eyes.

      In my previous life, just before she died, Kari had somehow managed to gift me her elemental affinity, though I had no idea how she accomplished such a feat. However, when I was training to become more intimate with my elements, I journeyed into my subconscious like I was doing now and discovered this golden sphere. Upon activating it, I had been able to use Kari’s element for myself.

      Pushing my Spiritual Power into the sphere, I watched as it began glowing. A vibrant humming filled the void as the elemental affinity activated. It felt like this void was being filled with light. In fact, the world around me seemed to grow brighter with every passing second.

      I was just about to nod in satisfaction, but then the sphere fizzled, sputtered, and died out. I frowned and tried pushing more Spiritual Power into it. However, no matter how much I put into the sphere, the elemental affinity refused to activate.

      Sighing as I realized I couldn’t activate this affinity for whatever reason, I floated over to the next closest inactive element. It was the brown sphere. I studied this sphere curiously before placing my hand on it. Before activating it, I decided to use Spiritual Perception on it.

      This sphere was hard as a rock, sturdy as a mountain, and contained a dense Spiritual Power. Yet it also felt warm and nurturing. Understanding hit me like a bolt of lightning. This sphere was a representation of the earth element, but how could I have gotten this elemental affinity? I hadn’t done anything to—

      The answer came to me in a flash of insight.

      Lin.

      As a Lamia, Lin was able to use the poison element, which was a combination of earth and darkness. Lamia were natural dual-affinity users. Few, however, seemed capable of using each element separately, so many often mistook their elemental affinity as a simple poison affinity, but poison was more like a sub-branch similar to my storm techniques, which combined lightning and water.

      Recalling the first time Lin and I had sex, I remembered how the runes appeared on her chest just as they did with Kari. They were still there. Did that rune array have something to do with why I now possessed the earth and darkness affinities?

      With naught but a thought, I pushed some Spiritual Power into the brown sphere and watched as it became luminescent. It didn’t light up like the light element sphere should have. Instead, the sphere became filled with life. The brown sphere rippled and moved, forming mountains and valleys. It did not take long before I could feel the strong and sturdy earth element flowing into my body.

      However, now I was confused. The earth element seemed to be working fine, but the light element was refusing to activate. Was it because of the runes on Lin’s chest that I could activate the earth element but not the light element? And if so, how come that symbol remained on Lin after we had sex but not on Kari or Fay?

      I was so confused, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to get any answers right now. Aside from that, we were in a dire situation, one that wouldn’t allow me to meditate on this matter.

      I tried to activate the fire element next, but it refused to activate with my Spiritual Power. I had expected this. Floating over to the final element within my subconscious, I placed my hand upon the darkness element, feeling a moment of hesitation. In many ways, this element was a representation of my greatest enemies, second only to the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. I didn’t know if I wanted to activate this element.

      But then I remembered that this element came from Lin, a girl whom I loved with all my heart. This was her element too. I should not be scared of it.

      Channeling Spiritual Power into the black sphere, I watched as it gained a strange glow that was unlike anything I had seen before. No ripples appeared on the surface. Nothing seemed to have changed outside of this strangely gentle glow. However, I could feel the darkness entering my body. Oddly enough, the ominous and terrifying sensations I was expecting to feel did not appear within me.

      Now that the two elements I could apparently use were activated, I had no reason to remain inside of my subconscious, so I quickly willed my mind to return to my body.

      Opening my eyes, I could tell that not much time had passed. Kari was still sitting next to me, looking as vigilant as before, and Geirolf was still sleeping soundly. I frowned and wondered how long it would be before he woke up.

      Reaching into my pouch, I pulled out the two Azoth Pills and handed both of them to Kari. She looked at me with a curious frown.

      “These alchemy pills are a powerful type of universal medicine meant to cure numerous ailments, including powerful poisons and petrification,” I explained. “The effects last for about five hours. During the five hours after you consume this pill, you will be immune to the Basilisk’s venom and gaze—at least in theory.”

      “In theory?” Kari raised an eyebrow.

      “Very few people have ever fought against a Basilisk, and even fewer have lived to talk about it.” I shrugged. “The Azoth Pill was made to combat and cure life-threatening conditions and effects. It’s already been tested, so I know it will cure you if you get poisoned, and I know the medicinal ingredients will remain within your bloodstream for five hours. Whether that means it will protect you for five hours or grow too weak to adequately protect you after you’ve consumed it, I couldn’t say. However, it’s better than nothing.”

      “I suppose… you are right,” Kari agreed.

      “Once Geirolf wakes up, take that pill and make him take the other pill. Then get yourselves out of these sewers,” I instructed.

      “What about you?” asked Kari.

      “Me?” Giving Kari a grin, I decided that a little bit of bravado was necessary here. “I’m going to find that Sekbeist Shaman and his pet snake and make them regret ever coming to this city.”
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        * * *

      

      Kari didn’t say anything as she watched Eryk disappear into the darkness. She merely bit her lip as frustration welled up inside of her.

      Eryk was going off to fight against the Sekbeist Shaman and the Basilisk alone, without her, and it was so frustrating that she wanted to scream. She hated how even now she still wasn’t strong enough to stand by his side. He was shouldering everyone’s burdens, taking all of the difficult tasks onto himself, and she couldn’t even help him.

      Wiping the frustrated tears from her eyes, Kari promised herself that she would train harder when they returned home. She would get stronger for Eryk, herself, and the rest of her family. For now, however, what she needed to focus on was getting out of here. Of course, she needed to wait for Geirolf to wake up before she could do that.

      Time passed by at a snail’s pace while she waited, but eventually, a low groan escaped Geirolf’s lips, and she turned her head to see the man lifting his head and glancing around him with confused eyes.

      “What… where… is this?” he asked, disoriented.

      “Geirolf,” Kari said.

      “Kari?” Geirolf blinked several times. “What are you… doing here?”

      “I came to save you, obviously.”

      Geirolf didn’t seem to understand, not at first, but his eyes gained more clarity as the seconds ticked by. Did he remember what happened to him?

      With a startled yelp, Geirolf looked down at his newly regrown arm and leg. His eyes were so wide they were practically bulging from their sockets. He stared at his leg and arm, first in horror, then in confusion.

      “What… my limbs? They’re—”

      “Eryk gave you an alchemy pill that regrew them,” Kari said, completely neglecting to mention just how exactly Eryk had given him this alchemy pill. There was no need to go into details. “It’s called the Immortal Phoenix Pill. I don’t know how it works, but it regrew your arm, leg, and healed all of your other injuries.”

      Geirolf checked himself over as if authenticating her words. Once he realized that she was right, that all of his injuries from the smallest cut to his missing limbs were healed, he scowled.

      “I didn’t ask him to save me.”

      For the longest time, Kari had put up with Geirolf’s cruel words, let them slide because he was stronger than her, better than her, and she lacked the confidence to stand up for herself. Back when they were younger, Kari was just a caged bird unable to spread her wings, while Geirolf was a mighty tiger who could travel wherever he wanted.

      But that was back then. It was before she had met Eryk. Now that she was stronger, Kari had no intention of letting Geirolf speak like this, especially not about the man she loved.

      A loud smack echoed through the tunnel. Kari made sure not to use her full strength, but even so, a large red mark appeared on Geirolf’s cheek as his head spun around.

      “Don’t you dare speak ill of Eryk,” she hissed. “You might be my brother, but I refuse to let you insult my fiancé.”

      “Tch.” Geirolf lifted a hand to his stinging cheek and winced. Despite the pain he must have been experiencing, he still glared at Kari. “I don’t care if he is your fiancé, or if Mother favors him. Ever since that man showed up, nobody even pays attention to me anymore. Our fathers only ever talk about him. Even Valence has nothing but good things to say about him. It’s bad enough that I’m constantly being compared to our brothers, but now they’re even saying I should act more like Eryk! I hate it! I hate him!”

      Geirolf had always had an inferiority complex. It started when their three fathers had expressed disappointment that he lacked Mykkel’s intelligence and Earland’s strength, but it kept growing as the three pushed him, demanded more of him, told him to be more like his two older brothers. Kari knew of this. They lived together, so it was impossible for her not to know. Even so…

      “You’re constantly looking at everyone else and holding yourself up to their standards when the person you should be looking at the most isn’t the people around you.” Kari stood up and held her ranseur aloft. “You keep looking at others and seeing the qualities you lack, but you don’t know what sort of hardships and struggles those people faced to get where they are now. Maybe if you stopped looking at everyone else and started looking at yourself, you’d be able to figure out what you need to do to improve and become stronger.”

      Geirolf looked at her with a strange face, which was twisted in a combination of denial and confusion, but Kari didn’t pay attention anymore. She popped one of the Azoth Pills into her mouth. The liquid gushed down her throat and entered her body. It had surprisingly little flavor. However, she could feel a strange warmth emanating from her gut and spreading through the rest of her body.

      Once she was sure the pill was working, she tossed the second one to Geirolf. Startled, he caught it but didn’t do anything.

      “Take that,” she instructed. When Geirolf continued to stare at the pill, she became impatient and snapped. “Hurry up! That pill will protect you from the Basilisk should we prove to be unlucky and run into it.”

      Geirolf finally popped the pill into his mouth. Then he stood up and looked at her. His expression was still complex, but he seemed to have decided that listening to her was the wisest course of action… for now.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “To the surface,” Kari said.

      Kari didn’t know exactly where they were in relation to the surface. How deep into this sewer were they? What level was this? Where was the nearest set of stairs? She had no idea. That was why she began walking in the opposite direction Eryk had taken. Not only did she want to avoid where he had gone so he could concentrate on his fight, but she wanted to find an exit that they hadn’t used.

      Geirolf followed her. He didn’t say anything. Aside from yelping a few times when his bare feet got cut on something, he remained silent.

      That reminded her, Geirolf was practically naked. His clothes had been nearly destroyed when they saw him. At the moment, all he had on were his torn pants and a few strips of clothing from his shirt. His boots, socks, armor, and gauntlets were all missing.

      As they moved, a loud rumbling suddenly echoed from the way they had come. Geirolf snapped his head in that direction, but Kari continued moving, forcing the man to catch up.

      “What was that noise?” he finally asked.

      “That was probably Eryk,” she answered. “I imagine he’s battling against the Basilisk and that Sekbeist Shaman.”

      “Sekbeist… Shaman? The heck is that?”

      Kari didn’t answer the man’s quizzical stare, not because she couldn’t, but because several creatures had appeared before them.

      They looked like a cross between a human and a Demon Beast. Strange black spots covered their pale skin. Their faces were sunken in, making them look more like a skull with flesh pulled over them. Two slits ran through their skin where their noses should have been, their eyes were pure black except for their crimson irises, and their hands were covered in thick claws that blended into their fingers.

      “What… are those?” asked Geirolf, his expression horrified.

      “I think… those are Sekbeists,” Kari informed him. “They’re strange monsters, but they aren’t Demon Beasts.”

      “I’ve never heard of these Sek… whatevers before,” Geirolf said.

      “I only learned about them recently,” Kari admitted, but then she noticed the Sekbeists were closing the distance between them and spun her ranseur around. “Stand back, Geirolf.”

      She didn’t give her brother time to reply before she launched herself forward. Blasting off the ground, she sprinted toward the first Sekbeist, thrust out her ranseur, and impaled him through the throat. As blood gushed from the wound, she yanked her weapon out and spun the blade over her head.

      Light emitted from the blade of her ranseur, leaving streaks of golden Spiritual Power in their wake.

      One of the Sekbeists lunged at her. She sidestepped his clumsy attack and brought her weapon down, splitting his head open like overripe fruit.

      Not waiting for the creature to fall to the floor, Kari took a single step forward and felt Spiritual Power explode underneath her feet. To the average eye, it would have looked like she disappeared as she used the Flash Step to appear behind a Sekbeist, who had no idea she was even there before she impaled him through the back. A loud squeal erupted from this creature. She yanked her ranseur out, spun the glowing weapon around her body in an intricate pattern, and cut off the creature’s head.

      More Sekbeist fell by her hands. She killed and killed and killed. A head flew through the air. An arm disappeared in a spray of gore. Kari didn’t know how long she fought for or how many Sekbeists she killed, but she eventually realized there were none left. She blinked several times. Still feeling a bit of the battle frenzy pulsing through her, she shook her head and turned to Geirolf.

      “Come on,” she said to the man who was gawking at her as if she had suddenly grown ten meters tall. “Let’s keep moving. I’m sure more of these things will come if we stick around.”

      “Um… right. Yeah. Okay.”

      After searching this floor, they eventually found a set of stairs that led up to the next level. Their journey continued, and they didn’t run into any more Sekbeists, making her wonder what they had been there for. Had they been guarding something? She was curious, but not curious enough to go back.

      “You’ve… become really strong, haven’t you, Sis?” Geirolf said suddenly.

      “Yes.” Kari acknowledged his words with a nod. “I have. Thanks to the alchemy pills Eryk made for me and my own daily training, I have become strong enough that I can travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and even defeat B-Rank Demon Beasts on my own.”

      “I see… so you… had help…”

      “There’s nothing wrong with getting help.”

      Kari glared at Geirolf, but he just raised his hands in a warding gesture.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like I was criticizing you. Your words just… got me thinking is all.”

      Frowning at the man for a few seconds longer, Kari eventually decided that he hadn’t truly meant his words as an insult and looked away.

      They continued traveling for what felt like several hours. Kari didn’t know if they actually spent hours down there, or if it just felt like that, but after climbing numerous stairs and traveling through multiple tunnels, they eventually reached an exit. The door opened with a squeal of rusted hinges. Kari needed to close her eyes briefly as the light struck her retina. She had been inside of that dark tunnel for so long it felt like the light was burning her eyes.

      Geirolf had it even worse.

      Walking up the stairs in front of them, Kari observed their new location. It looked like they were on a road next to a small canal. There was a bridge several meters in front of her, though it was crumbled and unusable. All the buildings were also packed closely together, though again, many of them had crumbled and were just barely standing. It looked like this place had been a peasant district or something similar.

      “What do we do now?” asked Geirolf.

      “Now we wait,” Kari said as she walked over to a root jutting from the ground and sat down. “Eryk will defeat the Sekbeist Shaman and the Basilisk, and then come and find us.”

      Even though she was worried, Kari had confidence in Eryk. She couldn’t explain it. Of course, she knew that Eryk was strong, but what she felt went beyond mere acknowledgment of his strength. The faith she had in him was something she couldn’t explain with words. All she knew was that she trusted him implicitly.

      Geirolf looked at her like she had said something weird, but he eventually found a place on the ground to sit. He leaned against the trunk of a tree and closed his eyes. Perhaps he was still tired.

      Silence descended upon them. Kari glanced at the sky. It was such a bright and sunny day.
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      I had been using Spiritual Perception to keep track of the Sekbeist Shaman and the Basilisk. While it didn’t let me know exactly how to reach them (Spiritual Perception only let me know where someone was in relation to me, not whether or not there were any obstacles in my path), I could at least constantly monitor their movements.

      At that moment, they were only a few dozen meters to my right. The problem was that I didn’t know how to reach them. There seemed to be a thick wall between us… maybe even multiple walls. It wasn’t like I had a map of the sewers.

      However, just as I was about to consider finding a lateral passage that would take me to them, the Basilisk, which was represented as a dark purple flame, suddenly began moving—right toward me. It was traveling through the walls!

      I leapt out of the way as the wall I had been staring at exploded. Chunks flew toward me, but I batted them out of the air with punches and kicks. I didn’t use any Spiritual Power. Nonetheless, every stone sent my way was obliterated.

      The Basilisk sprung out of the debris, its yellow eyes glowing with malevolence and its fang-filled teeth open wide as if to swallow me whole.

      I was already channeling the lightning element through my eyes. This protected me from the Basilisk’s stare. Its unique ability would only work if the Demon Beast possessed more Spiritual Power than me, which it didn’t.

      As the beast lunged at me, I dodged left, then struck the creature in the side. Lightning erupted from my fist. The scales broke and blood poured from the wound. However, the amount of damage I had done was nowhere near what I wanted.

      “Tch!”

      Clicking my tongue, I jumped back when the atmosphere around me changed. A stiff breeze alerted me to the attack before the tail slammed into the place where I had been standing.

      Just as I was preparing to attack it again, all the hair on my scalp prickled unpleasantly, causing me to backpedal even further. What slammed into the ground this time was not a tail nor any sort of appendage. It looked like a dark ball of energy. It struck the floor and ate straight through it like the stone was made of bread, leaving behind a perfectly round hole with smooth edges.

      That was a Spiritual Darkness Technique. I believed it was called Dark Bullet. Like all Sekbeist techniques, this one was vastly different from anything a human could do. It was far more powerful and malevolent.

      “You have some awfully quick reflexes,” a voice said from everywhere and nowhere.

      I couldn’t respond right away because the Basilisk lunged at me again. Leaping into the air, I corkscrewed my body and launched a punch at the Demon Beast from above, slamming another lance of lightning into its body. Just like last time, the lance penetrated the creature’s scales, but it just couldn’t seem to go deeper.

      I wasn’t using enough power.

      “Are you afraid of causing this sewer to collapse?” the voice spoke up again. “While it doesn’t look it, this sewer system is quite fragile. I’m sure you’ve noticed by how easily my pet smashed through those walls. If you were to use a strong Spiritual Technique, perhaps you could kill my Basilisk—ah, but if you did that, this sewer might collapse around you and your friends.”

      I didn’t tell this Sekbeist that Kari and Geirolf were already so far away that my Spiritual Perception could no longer detect them. Instead, I focused on dodging the Basilisk, which came at me with attacks from its tail.

      A downward tail attack slammed into the floor, breaking apart the stone like it was made of twigs. Spinning on the balls of my feet to dodge the attack, I grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler on my back, charged as much lightning into the weapon as I dared, and swung it down. The red blade sparkled with a brilliant luster as it sliced into the Basilisk. The creature jerked back in agony and roared in anger as I sheared off its tail.

      Sadly, I had no time to celebrate my success.

      Several more crackling orbs of darkness flew in from out of nowhere and attacked me from several different angles. I used the Flash Step to avoid the attacks, but I had to be careful. The Flash Step was a speed technique, not a teleportation one, which meant I could still get hit even while moving. To avoid the numerous attacks, I relied solely on my instinct and fast reaction times.

      “You are awfully talented,” the Sekbeist sounded annoyed now. I almost cracked a smile. “Even without the powers your kind normally wields, your abilities are simply unfathomable. Tell me, child. Are you the one who disposed of Skygge?”

      The words sent a jolt through my spine. I had already guessed that this Sekbeist was somehow related to Skygge, perhaps an ally of his, but to get such blatant confirmation shocked me. Then again, they were both Sekbeists.

      While I was surprised, I didn’t allow it to hinder my actions. The Basilisk attacked me again. It was missing its tail, which was twitching on the floor several meters from me, but it still had its mouth, and it was capable of spitting out poison.

      Bright, greenish-brown globs flew from its mouth. I hopped backwards once, twice, thrice as three balls of acid hit the ground in the places where I had been standing. The stone floor melted. Steam hissed from the stone as the acid ate completely into it, turning the once hard substance into a slippery goop. Such a strong acidic poison would melt even my flesh and bones if I was hit.

      Realizing that I really couldn’t afford to go easy on these two, I channeled more elements through my body. Placing my hand on the ground, I activated the earth element. The stone just below the Basilisk’s mouth shot into the air like a rising pillar and crashed into the Demon Beast’s jaw, forcing it to snap shut. The Basilisk’s head was crushed between the new pillar I had created and the ceiling. Sadly, the ceiling was what broke instead of the Basilisk’s head.

      “I forgot how much I hate dealing with your kind! It really is annoying! Tch! I suppose I should just be glad you can only wield the elements!” the Sekbeist Shaman shouted.

      A two-pronged attack suddenly came at me, the Basilisk from one side and several black spheres from the other. I didn’t ponder what I should do. Using the Flash Step, my body seemingly disappeared, and the three black spheres meant for me struck the Basilisk instead. Several holes appeared in the Demon Beast’s body, and I decided to use that to my advantage.

      I lifted my hand and sent a burst of lightning straight into the Basilisk through the holes. Its scales were incredibly tough, so hard that not even the Basilisk’s opposing element, lightning, could break the scales unless I was willing to go all out and potentially destroy this sewer. I also wasn’t confident in my ability to use the darkness element. I had never used it before, and it wasn’t like the earth element, so I wanted to avoid using it unless I had no other choice.

      Therefore, the best way to deal real damage was to let the Sekbeist Shaman help me out.

      While the Basilisk’s scales might have been tough enough to protect it, its insides were susceptible to lightning, being a creature of the earth element. I could already smell the cooked flesh as it sizzled and fried. The Basilisk released a shriek of agony as its insides were boiled. It thrashed around, crashing into a wall and causing part of the ceiling to collapse, but I didn’t let up even after it began destroying the tunnel interior.

      “Damn it! No! How can this be?!” the Sekbeist Shaman screamed in shock. “My pet!!”

      I could already tell the Basilisk was dead. It was moving, but they were the spasming death twitches of a creature whose muscles were undergoing seizures because of the prolonged exposure to lightning. My focus was no longer on this creature, but on the Sekbeist Shaman hiding behind the wall to my left.

      Using the Flash Step, I appeared before the Sekbeist Shaman, who had no time to move a muscle before I slammed an open palm into his chest and overloaded his body with lightning.

      “UGGGYYYYAAAAAA!!!!”

      I ignored the screams the Sekbeist unleashed and watched as he fell to the ground and began twitching. Placing my foot on his chest to keep him pinned, I waited until his spasms had subsided before asking my question.

      “What are the Sekbeists doing here in the Demon Beast Mountain Range?”

      “So you know what we are, huh?” The Sekbeist gave me a grotesque smile. “I’m surprised there are still people in Nevaria who know of the Sekbeists. We didn’t even know there were still humans on this part of the continent until a few hundred years ago.”

      “Who is this ‘we’?” I asked.

      The Sekbeist grinned. “You really want to know? Well, that’s too bad. I’m not going to tell you anything else. Now die!”

      My eyes widened as a massive black sphere suddenly appeared between me and him. It grew increasingly large as I jumped back. It grew so large that I even had to use the Flash Step to avoid being caught in it.

      When the black sphere disappeared, my eyes grew even larger when I saw the damage that had been done to the walls, floor, and ceiling. Everything that the sphere had touched was gone. Just gone. Of course, the amount of damage was not immense, but it had been a long time since I’d fought someone who had this level of control when using the darkness element. I was shocked.

      Frowning, I activated Spiritual Perception to see if I could locate the Sekbeist. I didn’t think for even one second that he had let himself be destroyed by his own attack. However, no matter how far I extended my perceptions, I couldn’t sense even a trace of his presence.

      The Sekbeist was gone.
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        * * *

      

      With the battle now over, I went back to where the Basilisk corpse was lying on the ground, twisted up like a pretzel. The Demon Beast had stopped spasming. However, it now lay inert on the floor with rubble piled on top of it. No doubt its thrashing had broken even more of the walls and caused parts of the ceiling to cave in.

      I knew I needed to get back to Kari, but the opportunity before me was one that I couldn’t pass up. I had no idea how this creature was being controlled by the Sekbeist Shaman. Discovering that would be important. Something told me this would not be the last time I came across a powerful Demon Beast being controlled by a Sekbeist.

      The first thing I did was create a sword made out of water and lightning, which I used to slice an incision along the Basilisk’s head. I took care not to damage its hide and made a clean cut. The hide of a Basilisk was quite durable and could, to a degree, absorb Spiritual Power. That was why it had been able to resist my lightning attacks despite lightning being its elemental weakness.

      In other words, this hide would make great clothes.

      Blood spurted from the dead creature, hissing and boiling as it struck the stone floor, showing that even its life fluids were an incredibly potent poison with highly acidic properties. I ignored that as I looked through its head. I didn’t know what I was searching for, but I figured if the Sekbeist had been using some kind of powerful artifact to control this Demon Beast, it would be located inside of the creature’s brain.

      Channeling the water element, I encased my arm in a thick coating of water, which acted as armor that protected my flesh when I plunged my arm into its head. As I dug through its brains, my hand brushed against something hard. Pausing, I went back to the hard object, wrapped my fingers around it, and pulled. My hand was slippery. The object kept sliding out of my grip, but I gritted my teeth and continued slowly pulling it forward centimeter by centimeter until the thing finally fell out of the Demon Beast’s head and clattered to the ground.

      I cleaned my hand with the water element. Then I pointed a finger at the object that had fallen from the Basilisk’s head and blasted it with water. Once all the juices from the Basilisk’s brain were removed, I reached out and picked it up.

      The object I held looked a lot like a tooth or maybe some kind of claw, was about the size of my palm and had strange markings etched all over the surface. These markings looked similar to runes. At the same time, I did not recognize any of these runes from the Runic Alphabet, meaning this was probably a runic language of the Sekbeists.

      Stowing the object in my pouch, I looked at the Basilisk and frowned. I really wanted to salvage it for parts. However, I had no method of carrying anything I gained right now. I would have to return home, speak with Dante or Rainer again, and ask if they could lend me some men who were capable of helping me carry all this. They’d take a cut of the profits, of course, but that was a small price to pay.

      That said, I could at least grab the monster core.

      Placing my hand on the Basilisk, I sent my Spiritual Power into the Demon Beast and tried to sense where the monster core was. It wasn’t easy. With the Basilisk dead, its monster core was no longer producing Spiritual Power. I was relying on the Spiritual Residue left behind to locate it.

      My hand soon stopped trailing the Basilisk’s skin when I felt a strong source of power close to the center of its body. I narrowed my eyes, channeled lightning and water into my hand, and straightened my fingers to form the edge of a knife. With a quick thrust, I plunged my hand into the Demon Beast’s body, ignored the feeling of blood and guts on my skin, which hissed and sizzled as my storm element battled against the acidic nature of the blood, and wrapped my hand around the monster core. I pulled it out with a quick yank.

      The monster core was covered in gore, but I washed it off with water, allowing for the color to shine through. A bright and poisonous green color, the monster core was larger than most. Monster cores usually ranged in size from small marbles to a palm, but this was about twice the size of a normal one, about half the size of my head.

      That was an A-Rank Demon Beast for you.

      I stored the monster core in my pouch and began searching for an exit. I traveled down corridors, through passages, up stairs, and across bridges. It took me hours to reach the first floor, and it took another one to find an exit. When I finally emerged from the sewer, the bright light was so powerful that I needed to close my eyes. Grimacing, I allowed my eyesight to adjust naturally before climbing up the stairs and stepping onto the road.

      The exit I had used was located in a different section of the city than the one Kari and I had entered through. I wasn’t sure where I was. I looked at some of the ruined buildings. These buildings looked like they had once been shops. The display stands built into some of the structures gave it away. That meant I was in one of the shopping districts, but which shopping district was the question…

      With a soft sigh, I realized this would not get me anywhere, so I decided to leave a marker for myself to return here later. I used a sword made of compressed lightning and water to cut a hole in the ground. When I came back to Bucharest to salvage parts from the Basilisk, I would know roughly where it was located.

      Choosing a random direction to travel in, I began walking through the city streets, casually studying the destroyed buildings that had been abandoned for thousands of years. It was honestly really impressive that these buildings were still standing after so long. Would Nevaria’s buildings still be around if they went so long without maintenance? What about Midgard’s?

      As I walked, I used Spiritual Perception in the hopes that I would eventually find Kari and Geirolf, but all I found were a few B-Rank Demon Beasts. Since I was already here, I decided to just kill them. This place was too close to Nevaria. It would need to be cleaned out anyway.

      I was not sure how much time I spent wandering and killing random Demon Beasts by shooting beams of condensed storm energy through their heads, but I eventually picked up several Spiritual Signatures close to Bucharest’s entrance. I saw Kari’s unique golden flame, and I also discovered Geirolf’s green flame. However, there were about twenty more Spiritualists with them. I didn’t recognize all the new people, but Rainer, Dante, Earland, Mykkel, Fay, and Lin were signatures I easily recognized.

      Smiling, I traveled to the city entrance, where I found a host of people waiting for me. Kari, Fay, and Lin were grouped together and talking. Meanwhile, Geirolf was with Dante, Rainer, Earland, and Mykkel. This large group must have been a rescue party created by Rainer and Dante.

      They had set up a camp just outside the entrance with nearly a dozen tents. Most of the people were sitting around campfires. Fay, Kari, and Lin were similarly sitting around a campfire, their expressions tense and worried as they spoke in hushed tones.

      When I began approaching, someone noticed me and pointed me out to Dante, who looked like he had been speaking with Geirolf about something. The man turned and looked at me. A bright smile appeared on his face as he waved.

      At his wild gesticulations, everyone else seemed to realize I was there. They turned toward me. Their eyes were quite wide as they saw me approach. However, the expressions on the faces of people I didn’t know were secondary to the ones Kari, Fay, and Lin were wearing.

      The three girls looked at me like they were staring at a ghost. Their beautiful eyes had widened, lips trembling with emotion. Moisture gathered in their eyes as they stood up from the log they had been sitting on.

      They did not tackle me this time like they had done during our first foray into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. All three of them stood there, waiting for me as I walked past several tents and other Spiritualists, stopping in front of them.

      A smile split my face. “I’m back.”

      “Welcome back,” they said.

      Unable to contain my joy at seeing them, I pulled all three women into a fierce hug. If any of them were surprised, they did not show it, choosing instead to hug me back. Their warmth was so comforting I felt like I could fall asleep in their arms. Actually, that sounded like a really good idea. I was pretty tired.

      Unfortunately, Dante approached me before I could suggest we all go to bed.

      “I’m glad to see you’ve returned safely,” he said, his smile light as if he’d been relieved of a great burden. “I know you’re probably tired, but I’d like to ask for an accounting of what happened down in those sewers. Sorry, but could you come to my tent so we can talk?”

      I was about to tell him that I would be more than happy to let him know about what happened, but before I could even open my mouth, Kari, Fay, and Lin stepped forward.

      “You can talk to him, but we’re coming with you,” Kari said.

      “This princess has not seen Darling for several hours,” Lin added. “She’s not leaving his side.”

      Fay did not say anything, but it wasn’t like she needed to. Kari and Lin had said exactly what was on her mind.

      Dante stared at the three women, then looked at me, his expression bemused. I stared back at him with a raised eyebrow. He shook his head, sighed, and then gestured for us to follow him.

      “You three can come along. All I want is to hear about what happened while he was down in those sewers. I doubt there will be any secrets he’d share with me that he won’t share with you anyway.”

      With his permission granted, the three girls and I followed Dante into a tent. Geirolf stared after us as we entered, but I pretended not to notice.

      The tent was not much. In fact, aside from a small cot and a table, there was nothing inside.

      Dante sat on the table, crossed his arms, and looked at me. I guessed he wanted me to start explaining everything.

      I decided to start from the moment I split off from Kari and Geirolf. I was sure Kari had already explained what happened up to that point, so I skipped it and went straight into my battle with the Basilisk and the Sekbeist Shaman. As I began talking about the Sekbeist, Dante’s normally lackadaisical expression became more and more grave. By the time I finished, dark shadows had appeared on his face, making his features seem harsher than I was used to.

      “So you fought a Sekbeist, huh?” Dante closed his eyes and released a deep breath. His expression had become strained. “I know of them, of course. Being married to Hilda has its perks aside from great sex and good company.”

      At the mention of “great sex,” Kari’s cheeks flushed an adorable shade of crimson. It was no surprise that she wasn’t really interested in knowing about her parents’ sex lives. As someone without parents, I couldn’t understand how she felt, but I supposed it would be embarrassing for me too… maybe?

      “Still,” Dante continued, “I’m shocked to hear that you actually fought against one. Hilda told me about that man who joined the Leucht Family… Skygge, was it? She said he was a Sekbeist, but we haven’t seen them in so long that I just assumed they were all gone.”

      “When I defeated the Sekbeist Shaman, he said, ‘We didn’t even know there were still humans on this part of the continent until a few hundred years ago.’ From that, I’m guessing this Sekbeist isn’t working alone. There are likely more out there, hidden somewhere within the Demon Beast Mountain Range. My guess is their main force is located far deeper inside, in a place so remote or so deep into Demon Beast territory that none of our forces have ever visited because of how dangerous it is,” I proposed, hand on my chin.

      “You’re probably right.” Dante ran a hand through his hair. “We’ll need to report this to Hilda. This is big news. We might even need to release knowledge of the Sekbeists to the remaining Heavenly Families so we can prepare ourselves in case they decide to attack.”

      “Why have you not done so already?” asked Fay with a frown.

      “Because a secret only remains a secret when one person knows about it,” Dante explained. “The more people who learn about a secret, the greater the chances are of this secret becoming known to everyone, and then it’s not a secret anymore.”

      “But why keep it a secret in the first place?” asked Lin. “That is what this princess does not understand. Would it not be better if the people knew about these Sekbeists?”

      “Because if the common people knew about the threat these Sekbeists represent, it could cause them to panic,” Kari explained for Dante. “Riots could break out in the streets as the people’s fear overcomes their common sense. Fear often has a habit of forming a mob mentality among the people. It consumes them and creates chaos. If that ever happened, Nevaria could be destroyed from the inside without the Sekbeists having to lift a finger.”

      Dante nodded as he further explained some of his reasoning. “Our people have nowhere else to go. Nevaria is literally our only bastion—unless we’re willing to sacrifice numerous lives and attempt to cross the Endless Desert, of course.”

      After listening to this explanation, both Fay and Lin began nodding.

      “This princess understands now. What you say does make sense.”

      While the others were talking, my mind was locked onto the events of the past two months. First there was Skygge and now this new Sekbeist had appeared before me. What’s more, he claimed that he was not the only Sekbeist living out here.

      I did not remember any Sekbeists living in the Demon Beast Mountain Range in my previous life, though I did remember Erica informing me of Sekbeists crossing the Endless Desert. I wondered if the two were somehow related… but no, I didn’t think that was it. Only eight months had passed since I traveled back to the past. The time of the Demon Beast Invasion in my previous life was still more than two years away. The Sekbeist who crossed the Endless Desert had done so about thirty or forty years after the Demon Beast Invasion.

      So then, what were the Sekbeists doing here now? What was their purpose? What were they after?

      I was sure the Sekbeists living out here wanted something. Perhaps they were attempting to do what the Sekbeist in my previous life had done: open a Warp Gate to another realm. However, if the Sekbeists wanted to open a Warp Gate, they needed two things. First, they needed to find a working Warp Gate. Second, they needed human sacrifices.

      The human sacrifices were necessary to forcibly activate a Warp Gate, which could normally only be activated by using a key like Hreidmar’s hammer. By stealing the Spiritual Power of living beings, the Sekbeists were able to bypass the need for a key, open a Warp Gate, and travel to another realm.

      Was that what happened in my previous life? Perhaps after destroying Nevaria, the Sekbeists had activated a Warp Gate by sacrificing the survivors and left this realm behind. I did not know. What I did know was that my priorities needed to change. I needed to become much stronger than I was now, and I needed to strengthen Nevaria as much as I could.

      “In either event, we will need to make preparations in case they try something, now that we know there are Sekbeists hidden out here.” Dante looked at me. “Those watchtowers and ballista you wanted us to create will likely be given top priority once Hilda learns of what transpired here.”

      Nodding as I returned to the world around me, I said, “That’s good. Strengthening Nevaria’s defenses should take top priority right now. Speaking of, the Basilisk corpse is in the sewers. I would like to salvage it for parts. Basilisk hide makes great clothing because of its durability and high resistance to Spiritual Attacks. Their eyes, blood, and organs are also great catalysts for some alchemy pills. I can even use their bones and teeth to create powerful weapons.”

      Dante listened to my words and slowly nodded. “We don’t have a whole lot of space since we only brought two carts with us, but if you show me where the Basilisk is, I can get some people to come back and salvage its corpse.”

      After our plans were made, our group left the tent, and I planned to show Dante the Basilisk corpse. Rainer, Geirolf, Mykkel, Earland, Kari, Fay, and Lin also came along with us, but the rest of the Nevarian Spiritualists stayed at the camp.

      Everyone was shocked when I showed them the Basilisk. Of course, it was a fifteen-meter-long snake corpse. While not the biggest Demon Beast around, I was sure none of them had seen anything like it.

      “This is going to take a lot of time to salvage,” Dante muttered with a sigh.

      “Salvaging parts from this corpse will prove to be incredibly useful, though.” Rainer rubbed his jaw as he studied the giant corpse.

      Their kids were walking around the body. Earland was silent as usual, but the admiration in his eyes was hard to mask. Mykkel was openly astonished. Meanwhile, Geirolf’s face was complicated and filled with mixed emotions.

      The girls were much the same.

      “You fought that?” asked Fay.

      “I did,” I said with a nod.

      “On your own?” asked Lin.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “That’s pretty impressive, Darling.” Lin crossed her arms and bit her lip. Her eyes were shaking. “Even we Lamia have heard about the legendary Basilisk. Its scales are said to be tougher than adamantine, its poison so potent nothing can survive against it, and it has such an overwhelming power that just looking into its eyes can kill a person. Only the legendary Medusa of old could stand on par with a creature like this.”

      I wondered if the “legendary Medusa of old” was the same woman that Kari and I fought in our previous life, but I didn’t think that was the case. The Medusa we fought had not been old. My understanding of her was that she had been a recently crowned queen of the Lamia people, having only been crowned within the last twenty or thirty years.

      “This Basilisk wasn’t fully grown,” I told them. “At its current strength, it didn’t have the ability to kill someone with a look. It could only petrify them. At present, it would only classify it as an A-Rank Demon Beast instead of an S-rank one like an adult Basilisk.”

      “It’s still impressive to kill a creature of this stature,” Fay said. “No one else I know can kill A-Rank Demon Beasts by themselves.”

      I tried to shrug off the praise. Perhaps it was in my nature, but I never could accept praise well.

      In either event, now that Dante had taken his measure of the Demon Beast, our group returned to the camp. Kari, Fay, Lin, and I were given our own tent. The plan was to sleep here tonight and journey back home tomorrow. Bucharest was only about a day away from Nevaria, so the trip wouldn’t take too long, but it was already late afternoon. We’d have to camp out anyway, and it was better to camp here where it was safe than try to make camp within the surrounding forests.

      After eating a large dinner—I was starving—the four of us retired to the tent we had been given, which only contained a single futon about six times larger than standard futons, however, clearly meant for multiple people.

      “So what should we do now?” I asked. “Sleep?”

      “This princess isn’t tired at all. She wants to play games,” Lin suggested.

      Fay smiled wanly. “Lin and I haven’t done much, so neither of us are very tired.”

      “You three can play games together. I’m exhausted, so I think I’m going to bed,” Kari confessed.

      “Suit yourself, Big Sister,” Lin said as she removed a deck of cards she had taken from somewhere. They must have been something she’d grabbed from one of the Nevarian Spiritualists. Perhaps Dante had given it to her. “How about it, Darling? This princess just learned how to play Demon Beast and would love to have a game with you.”

      “Sure, why not,” I said with a smile.

      As Kari lay down on the futon, Lin, Fay, and I began playing a game of Demon Beast, which was a card game that involved characters using Demon Beast cards to attack each other for territory. There were seventy-two cards in total and thirty-six cards in a deck. Each deck contained nine different types of cards and four of each card. There was the Dire Wolf, Troll, Giant, Pteranodon, Crystal Snake, Dryad, Svalt, Freshwater Serpent, and Silverback—all B-Rank Demon Beasts.

      It was a fun game.

      Until Kari complained to us about the noise Lin made whenever she lost.

      And she lost more often than not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 9!

      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

          

        

      

    

    
      I sometimes wonder if all the problems I’m facing are because I am getting older…

      Hello to all my readers, both old and new. It’s Brandon here, and this volume gave me so much trouble.

      I should preface this by admitting the trouble wasn’t from trying to figure out what to write, but what came after I wrote this.

      It all started when I sent my artist the files for this volume. A few days before I began formatting this book for paperback and ebook, she asked me a question regarding my characters’ clothing. I looked at the documents I had sent to discover that it didn’t describe their clothes at all, so I went back into my manuscript to see if maybe I had mentioned what they were wearing in my previous scene.

      I couldn’t find the scene for the art I had sent her.

      In fact, the documents I had sent her were for volume 10 instead of volume 9.

      I’m sure you can figure out the problem here.

      In either event, I had to rush and remake all the documents for volume 9 since it seems I had overwritten them with volume 10’s files. I ended up buying her some Death Wish Dark Roast Coffee in repayment for making such a big screw up and forcing her to work harder for me.

      Now that you all know how badly I screwed up, let me talk about this volume and the upcoming act.

      Volume 9 is the beginning of Act III, which is both the longest act of the whole series and the last one with dream sequences. Are you happy about that? I know some readers have expressed dissatisfaction with the dreams. Those will stop with this act because the past timeline will have caught up to where volume 1 left began.

      You might have noticed there wasn’t as much action in the present timeline as there was in the past few volumes. I thought it was high time my heroes had a short break from trouble. I wanted to show you their personalities, habits, and relationship dynamics when they aren’t facing danger. A lot has changed in their relationships now that it’s been publicly announced that Eryk is going to marry all of them. I hope you all enjoyed the fluffy, cute, and sexy moments between Eryk and his women.

      Since I don’t want to make this afterword too long, let me give some last minute thanks to everyone who helped me.

      I first really need to thank my artist, Mykel. She’s a fucking badass. No joke. When I panicked after realizing I had her working on volume 10 instead of 9, she was like “Bro, don’t worry about it. Shit happens. I got this.” That said, she told me she was gonna be working all night, so I felt guilty over making her work so hard. Even so, she did a damn fine job and I’m so grateful to her. Thank you for always being there.

      The second person I want to thank is Crystal Holdefer, my copy editor. She once again helped smooth out my writing and syntax. I’m the kind of writer who is very… uh… sloppy. I feel like I make a lot more mistakes than the average writer, so I’m grateful to have someone in my corner who can fix up my manuscripts.

      Last but not least are all the people who have read and reviewed this book and others. You all are the real MVPs here since none of this would be possible without you. It’s thanks to your continued support that I can keep publishing books. Speaking of, I’d be very grateful to anyone who wrote a review for this volume to help it reach more readers. I also hope you’ll all join me in volume 10!

      
        
        ~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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        Follow me on Social Media for news on my writing, book releases, artwork, and sarcasm!

      

      

      
        
        Twitter

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Patreon

        My Website

        My newsletter
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