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      All members of the Explorers Guild not only had their own bedroom, but they also had their own private bathing room.

      Bathing rooms in the Northern Plain were different from those in Nevaria. While they still had a bath, of course, a lot of bathing rooms also had something called a shower. It was a place in which a person bathed under a spray of typically warm or hot water. The water came out of this device called a showerhead, which was just a metal nozzle jutting from the wall. A relatively complex rune array had also been used in its creation: Laguz to create water, Sowilo to heat the water, and Uruz to shoot the water out of the nozzle.

      The runes were engraved into the metal using a special etching process that I was unknowledgeable about. Kari knew how to do it though.

      It had been about a year since Kari and I had become members of the Explorers Guild, and we had long since learned to enjoy the shower when cleaning off.

      Of course, we had found another use for showers as well.

      “Ah! Ahn! Ha… Harder!”

      Kari stood before me with her legs spread, her hands pressed flat against the shower wall. Water sprayed from the nozzle overhead. It soaked her hair, which shifted over her shoulders and down her front, meaning I had the pleasure of watching the thousands of droplets run down her backside. More than the view of water blazing adventurous trails across her skin, the way her ass jiggled as I thrust my dick into her pussy from behind was even more eye-catching.

      The loud slapping sound of my flesh meeting hers echoed around the bathing room. My balls slapped against her thighs as I worked over her insides with my cock. The lewd noises mixed with her moans and the sounds of water spraying from the nozzle.

      “Hah…. hyk! Ahn!”

      While Kari moaned, I grunted as I pulled my dick out of her, but I didn’t pull out all the way before I shoved it back inside. Just as she asked, I increased the pace of my thrusts, enjoying the sensation of her pussy milking my cock. Her tight insides were warm, wet, and slightly squishy, like a soft sponge was wrapping around me, which made for an altogether enjoyable sensation. My own grunting created a staccato symphony that ran counter to her lyrical moans.

      The tiles beneath us were slippery, so I had to be careful, but I leaned forward as I continued to thrust my hips, reaching over and placing my hands against hers on the wall as I began placing kisses on her neck. Kari released several loud, beautiful moans as she tilted her head to grant me more access to her skin. I traveled up her neck, along her jaw, and then took her ear in my mouth.

      “OOOH!!”

      From this position, I could see the way her breasts were bouncing. They were incredibly large. By that, I mean they were massive. Each time I thrust into her, Kari would arch her back ever so slightly, which made her tits bounce up and down. Up and down. It was mesmerizing to watch. I felt an intense urge to play with them.

      Keeping one of my hands over one of Kari’s, I retracted my other hand and grabbed her tit. Her nipple was already stiff. I pinched it between my thumb and forefinger, which caused Kari to clench her teeth as her legs trembled. The vaginal walls keeping my cock inside of her tightened soon after. That made it harder to thrust into her, but it also increased the electric thrill racing along my shaft. Warm, wet, and tight. That was Kari’s pussy in a nutshell.

      “Ha… ha… Eryk…”

      Kari’s breathing was completely ragged by this point. Not that I was much better. Shower sex was harder than it looked. The floor was slippery, it took more effort to have sex standing up, and it was hard to maintain traction. That said, I did enjoy this position. I felt like I was reaching new areas inside of Kari when we were connected like this.

      I noticed Kari looking at me from the corner of her eye as I pawed at her large, heavy breasts. The weight of her tits always impressed me. They must have been a few kilos at least. Better than that, however, was the way my fingers sank into them. Nothing on this continent was softer than Kari’s boobs.

      Removing my hand from her chest, I placed it on her cheek and turned her head my way while also leaning in and kissing her. Kari’s response was enthusiastic. Her tongue was out before I even had a chance to probe her mouth. It pushed against mine, getting tangled together as our saliva mixed. We must have been getting more into it than I thought because some of our salivae dripped down her chin and splashed against her chest, but neither of us cared enough to stop, and the water from the shower washed it away in any case.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t sure how long we had been going at it. I felt my end coming when my balls grew tight. Knowing that I’d probably cum first if this kept up, I slid my hand down her throat, trailed it across her collar bone, her breasts, and her stomach. I moved my hand down further until I was just above her honeypot.

      I could feel my cock churning her insides as I kept my thrusts fast and powerful. Of course, my goal wasn’t to feel out my cock as I pounded Kari from behind but to rub her clit. It was already engorged from our activities. As I placed my fingers against it, I felt the small nub twitch erratically as though it was having muscle spasms. I quickly took her clit between my fingers and lightly pinched it.

      “!!!!”

      Kari screamed into my mouth as her vagina convulsed around me, clamping down on my cock and making it so I couldn’t move. At the same time, a bright flash appeared from her chest. I could just make out the strange symbols of a language that I didn’t know but that felt familiar on her skin as though seared into her flesh. I couldn’t focus on that, however, as the feeling of her walls milking me was enough to tip me over the edge. With what strength remained in my body, I shoved myself into Kari as deeply as my dick could go, unleashing several spurts of cum. Perhaps because of how deep I’d thrust into her, none of it leaked out when I removed my now flaccid dick from her twitching pussy.

      The two of us released several ragged breaths as we stood there underneath the showerhead. Kari’s muscles were twitching as though she’d been struck by lightning. Her powerful back muscles contracted and her thighs shook. I placed my hands against hers again and rested my head on her shoulder. Kari tilted her head to lean it against mine, nuzzling me.

      “That was nice…” she murmured.

      “Yeah…” I said.

      “But now we’re dirty again.”

      I smiled and kissed her shoulder. “We just need to wash up more.”

      Now that we had finished having passionate shower sex, the two of us were much quicker to wash up. It didn’t even take five minutes. I’m pretty sure that meant we spent about thirty minutes having sex and only five actually getting clean. After cleaning off, the two of us turned off the shower, stepped out, and each used a towel to get dry.

      We were just about to make for the door to our room—when a knock echoed inside of the bathing room.

      “Eryk. Kari. You two done fucking yet?” someone asked from the other side.

      “Axel,” I groaned as I recognized the voice. “I thought I told you not to enter our room without permission.”

      “Hey, I’m the leader of the Explorers Guild,” Axel said. “I can do whatever I want.”

      While I clicked my tongue, Kari responded to the man in a far calmer voice than me. “I hope the reason you barged into our room and eavesdropped on us is a good one. If it’s not, I may be forced to take extreme actions and teach you a lesson about respecting the privacy of your subordinates.”

      “That sounds like it might actually be fun, but I’ll have to pass.” Axel laughed, but then his voice suddenly became serious. “Actually, the reason I came here is pretty serious. Erica of the Battling Valkyries is here and asking for your presence. She says she has an urgent request for you both, and before you ask, I don’t know what it is, but it sounded pretty important.”

      Kari and I shared a look as Axel hit us with this news. We hadn’t seen Erica since that incident in those ruins on the peninsula, where our group had barely managed to escape with our lives. I heard a rumor that the Cult of the Great Overlord was keeping her busy. We’d occasionally get reports here and there, and Kari and I had even worked with some of her colleagues, who had been kind enough to inform us that the situation with the cult was worsening. If Erica was here, then…

      “Give us just a minute to get dressed,” I said.

      “Will do,” Axel replied. “While you two get dressed, I will entertain our guest.”

      The sound of Axel’s footsteps grew softer as he walked away from the door, but that didn’t mean I was going to open it yet. I waited a few seconds before opening the door. Then I checked inside of our bedroom to make sure he really had left.

      “Looks like he’s gone.” I turned back to Kari. “Let’s get dressed.”

      Kari nodded at me as we entered our bedroom.

      Our bedroom at the Explorers Guild was fairly large, but there was also a lot of stuff filling it, which caused it to feel smaller than it actually was. A large desk sat near a glass window. Several bookshelves filled with tomes sat against the wall beside the desk. We also had a dresser and an elegant armoire crafted from walnut. Our bed was located on the wall opposite the door to the bathing room. Hanging on one wall were several maps detailing the numerous areas of this continent that had already been explored.

      We made our way to the dresser. I opened it and pulled out our underwear. After handing off Kari’s undergarments, I put my own on, then began pulling out the rest of our clothes: pants, shirts, socks, and so on. I was soon slipping on my own clothes, pulling up my brown pants, and sliding my arms into the sleeves of my long-sleeved white shirt before buttoning it. Chainmail went over my shirt, followed by a brown vest. Leather vambraces, socks, a belt, and brown boots finished my ensemble.

      Once I was sure my outfit was on properly, I glanced over at Kari, who wore a somewhat similar outfit. Her collared shirt had a large gap in the center of her chest. She had donned a bodice instead of a vest. She wore no pants, but she did have a brown skirt covering her legs to about the middle of her thighs. Brown boots were held together by three belt buckles, metal gauntlets covered her hands and forearms, and her ranseur was strapped diagonally across her back. Her hair was down and still damp.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      “I am,” Kari answered. “Let’s see what Erica wants.”

      Our room was located on the second floor. The Explorers Guild’s base of operations was a three-story building. While the first floor was dedicated to receiving guests, Axel’s office, the library, and training ground, the second was where all of the members slept. The third floor was where the Warp Gate was located. Given that Erica did not live anywhere near Vesperia—the city our sect was stationed in—we headed to the third floor instead of the first.

      The third floor was really just a large hall, an open space made of black and white marble tiles. A glance up would have revealed the vaulted ceiling. Being a large, open space with almost nothing in it, the only item present worth looking at was the Warp Gate—a massive gate similar to the ones found within the numerous ruins dotting the continent. It looked like an arched gateway. Hundreds of thousands of runes were etched onto its surface, forming a massive array unlike anything else I’d ever seen, and those runes were glowing with power. In the center of this gate, rather than a door, there was a swirling nebula.

      Erica was there, as we suspected. Axel was with her. He was trying to talk to the gorgeous woman, but she didn’t seem all that interested in listening to him.

      Axel wasn’t an unattractive man by any means. Just a little shorter than I was, he had broad shoulders and strong arms, but they weren’t the kind of bulging muscles expected on barbarian warriors like the Barbatos Sect. His fair skin gave him a healthy complexion that went well with his light blond-brown beard. He had green eyes, masculine features, and wore refined clothes made of silk whenever he wasn’t out on a mission.

      He was also a member of the Catfolk race—a humanoid species with feline traits. He had cat-like ears, a tail, and fur around his wrists and knees.

      Despite his seemingly attractive appearance, the woman appeared completely uninterested in him. In fact, from her slightly red ears and the vein pulsating on her forehead, I would have said she was at her wit's end.

      That expression disappeared when she saw us.

      “Eryk! Kari!” She swept past the dumbfounded Axel and walked toward us at a quick trot. Her eyes sparkled like gemstones. “I’m really glad to see you two!”

      “We’re sorry to keep you waiting,” I said as Erica pulled Kari into a quick hug.

      “It’s no trouble at all.” Erica smiled as she gave me the same treatment as Kari. I ignored the glare my sect leader sent me as I hugged the woman back before separating.

      Erica was an enchanting woman with hair like raven’s feathers and deep purple eyes. Her pale skin, small nose, and full lips often earned her the adoration of many men. She caused heads to turn whenever she was around.

      Like always, she was dressed in a battle gown. Blue shoulder pauldrons with gold outlining them shifted when she moved them. A corset made of blue steel wrapped around her torso. However, her breasts were clad in only a white top with frills that traveled around her body. The top also didn’t cover much, meaning a good portion of her cleavage and back was exposed. Aside from the armored corset and pauldrons, she also wore segmented gauntlets that covered almost all of her arms and greaves that went up to her knees.

      “I see I’m not wanted here,” Axel said to us with a huff. “I’ll be heading back to my office now. See you two whenever I see you next.”

      “Yeah. See you,” Kari and I said as the man walked out the door and slammed it shut. I had the feeling he was irritated with us, or maybe he was just upset with me, but that wasn’t my problem. I shook that thought off before turning to Erica again.

      “What did you need to see us for?” asked Kari. “I hear you’ve been pretty busy lately. Whatever reason you have for coming here must be important.”

      Erica’s expression shifted into something that was like a frown combined with a grimace. With just that look, I could tell that what she planned on talking about was not going to be pleasant.

      “The situation with the Cult of the Great Overlord has changed,” she said. “News hasn’t reached this far out yet, but the cult managed to open a portal in the temple ruins located in Vahn. We’re not sure how they managed to pull that off. However, the city has fallen.”

      Kari and I sucked in a breath after being hit with this news. Vahn was one of the larger cities in the Northern Plain. It had a population of about 5 or 6 million. What’s more, that was where the Paladin Sect’s main base of operations was located. The idea of it falling was ludicrous.

      “Were there any survivors?” asked Kari.

      “A few hundred thousand people managed to escape thanks in large part to the Paladin Sect,” Erica admitted, though she didn’t sound happy. “That’s how we learned about what happened. However, most of the Paladin Sect was away when the portals opened, so most of the residents didn’t make it. We’re planning to retake the city. However, just retaking the city won’t be enough. According to a report from our scouts, the enemy is continuing to increase in numbers.”

      “Meaning the portal is still open,” I said.

      “Right.” Erica nodded. “We are planning a joint operation with the Paladin Sect. However, no one in our sects knows how to close a portal after it’s been created. Kari, you managed to close the portal last time, which is how we survived. We would like you to do that again.”

      “So, you came here to hire us to go into the ruins and close the portal while the Battling Valkyries and the Paladin Sect retake the city?” I asked.

      “More or less,” Erica admitted with a gallic shrug. “There is more to this plan than just that, but you’ve got the gist of it. Will you two come with me? We really do need your help.”

      I looked over at Kari, who glanced back at me for a moment before looking back at Erica. She nodded once.

      “Lead on,” Kari said.

      With a relieved smile, Erica led us over to the Warp Gate, which we all stepped through one after the other.
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      I stared at the vaguely familiar coffered ceiling above my head. There were square panels that looked like they’d been created separately instead of carved from the same stone. It was very decorative. There were tiny rune motifs carved into each panel. Truly, it was an intricate ceiling, but I couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would spend so much time and effort to create a ceiling like this for an unused guestroom.

      Of course, while I was staring at the ceiling like it was the most fascinating thing in the world, I was only doing that as a means of distracting myself.

      “Mmm… Darling… zzz…”

      Withholding the sigh that wanted to escape my mouth, I glanced down at the curtain of silky black hair. Then I looked further down at the six-meter-long tail that was wrapped around my torso and legs My arms were pinned to my sides and my legs were completely ensnared. What’s more, Lin’s soft body was pressing against me. Her modest breasts pushed into my arm. Her nipples were rubbing into my skin, sending electric jolts through my body.

      How did she get in here? Well, obviously she’d used the door. I guess my question should have been: what was she doing here? The last time I had seen Lin, she was dozing off on Kari’s bed after talking with the blonde girl for several hours. I had been told not to worry about her by Kari, who’d said she’d let Lin sleep with her that night, but now she was in my bed. When did this happen? How did this happen? Why was I even surprised?

      There was a window on my far left, wide enough that I had a great view of the rising sun as it painted the sky with color. It was morning.

      “Lin,” I said. “Lin, wake up.”

      “Just wait until I’m five degrees warmer, Darling,” Lin mumbled.

      I twitched at her typical response. “No five degrees. Get up now.”

      “Darling?” Lin lifted her torso and head just a bit to gaze at me. Her sleepy, half-lidded golden eyes contained a seductiveness to them that I found difficult to resist. However, resist I did, turning my head as she gave me a small smile. “Good morning, Darling.”

      “What are you doing in my bed?” I asked as she leaned back down, laid her head on my chest again, and closed her eyes. “Don’t go back to sleep!”

      “You’re so cruel.” With a sigh, Lin got back up. “When this princess woke up, she was in bed with Kari. You weren’t there, so she used the Ring of Marji to find you.”

      “The Ring of Marji… right. I forgot that had the ability to let us know the other’s location.”

      Thinking back on it, I could have used that power to find Lin when she was being chased by those Nevarian Spiritualists. That it didn’t occur to me back then was a great failing on my part.

      “Right. So this princess followed your trail to here. She wanted to wake you up, but you looked so peaceful while you were sleeping that she decided to just get in bed with you.”

      “That so? Somehow, I am not surprised.”

      “Anyway, Darling,” Lin continued, either ignorant of or just ignoring my sarcasm. “This princess likes that Kari girl. She can see why you are so enamored with her. That is why she will allow you to make that girl your concubine.”

      “My concubine, huh?” I muttered, thinking. Speaking of concubines, I remembered Kari talking about how I should court both Fay and Lin alongside her. That made me wonder if maybe I should treat Lin more like a lover now. Would that be appropriate? Moreover, was I even capable of treating her that way? I liked her, sure, but did I love her? I didn’t know.

      Before I could figure out what actions were and weren’t appropriate in this situation, someone knocked on the bedroom door.

      “Eryk?” Kari’s voice came from the other side. “Eryk? Are you awake?”

      “I’m awake,” I called back. “Is something wrong, Kari?”

      “I wanted to talk to you. It seems Lin is missing. She wasn’t in my bed when I woke up this morning, so I was wondering if you might know where she is?”

      A strange jolt traveled down my spine as I glanced at Lin, my danger senses going off. I already had experience with this scenario. I knew what would happen if I let this girl speak first, but sadly just because I knew what would happen, that didn’t mean I was fast enough to stop it.

      “This princess is not missing,” Lin said before I could open my mouth. “She merely came here and ended up falling asleep with Darling.”

      No noise came from the other side of the door for the longest time. A cold sweat broke out on my skin. The seconds ticked by, then a soft click echoed around the room as the door handle was turned. Soft creaking followed as someone pushed open the door. What was revealed on the other side was Kari, dressed in a light blue nightgown, her golden hair haloing her body. Because her chest was so large, the nightgown stretched taut across her bust, but the rest of it was loose and flowing.

      Kari took one look at me, wrapped up in Lin’s tail, then glanced at the Lamia girl.

      “What is going on here?” she asked in a soft voice. I felt a chill run down my spine for reasons I couldn’t understand.

      Lin tilted her head. “What do you mean? This princess woke up to find that Darling wasn’t with her, so she decided to find him. He was asleep when she arrived, so she just slipped into bed like she always does.”

      “Like you always do?” Kari raised an eyebrow at me.

      “It’s been like this ever since she regained her true appearance,” I admitted with a sigh. Then I added, “No matter how many times I tell her not to.”

      “Your body heat is better than any quilt,” Lin said with a shameless shrug.

      “I think I understand what is going on here,” Kari said at last.

      “You do?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Walking into the room, Kari stopped by the bed and placed a hand on Lin’s shoulder. She was smiling, but something seemed off about it, wrong in a way that I couldn’t describe. Did her smiles always look so dark? “Lin, I believe you and I should give Eryk some privacy right now. He needs to freshen up, and I have some things I would like to talk to you about in private.”
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Lin seemed oblivious to the strange aura surrounding Kari, which was something other than a Spiritual Aura. I couldn’t think of anything to describe it as except maybe… demonic? Yes. At that 

      moment, Kari looked kind of like a Demon Beast dressed in human flesh.

      “Very well,” Lin said in an imperious voice. “This princess shall go with you while Darling freshens up.”

      Lin uncoiled her tail from around me, causing me to involuntarily sigh in relief. For as oddly comfortable as being wrapped in her tail was, it always felt better when she freed me from her grip, though I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Eryk,” Kari called out to me as she stopped by the door, “Why don’t you wash your face and get changed? Afterward, please meet us in the dining hall.”

      “Okay.” I had no idea what was going on, so all I could do was agree.

      Kari and Lin left my room, closing the door behind them. I remained on my bed for a few moments before swinging my legs over the edge. My feet touched carpet, which must have been even higher quality than what was inside of my house. It was so soft. It almost felt like silk. After taking a moment to stretch out, I wandered over to a table situated in a corner of the room, where my clothes from the tournament were neatly folded. Someone must have cleaned and delivered them here last night.

      After washing my face in a basin next to the table, I slipped my clothes on, though I left my boots off, and wandered out of the room. There was a butler waiting for me.

      “Good evening, young master.” He bowed low. “Shall I escort you to the dining hall now?”

      “Um, good morning,” I mumbled. I’d never had a butler before, so I wasn’t used to them. “And, uh, yes, please. Thank you.”

      “Of course. Right this way.”

      The butler stood up and led me down the hall, took a turn, and led me down another hall. I didn’t bother trying to memorize my way right now. Since I didn’t think I was going to be spending the night again, at least not for the moment, there was no point in trying to figure out where everything was.

      I was eventually led to the door I remembered from yesterday. The butler opened it and let me precede him into the dining hall. It was currently empty, so I merely chose a random seat on the middle left side of the table and waited.

      Left to my own thoughts, I wondered what I should do now, but I couldn’t think of anything. No, that wasn’t quite true. There was a lot that I needed to do, a lot that I wanted to do. The problem was I had so much on my plate that I couldn’t figure out what I should do first.

      I had just won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. Kari would now be able to travel outside of Nevaria with me. However, there were still a lot of issues that I needed to deal with: getting stronger, strengthening Nevaria, and preparing for the Demon Beast Invasion were just a few of those things. That wasn’t even going into Fay, who was another problem entirely.

      “Fay…”

      What was I going to do about her? Kari suggested courting Fay alongside her, and I was willing to give that a try, but would she be okay with that? Fay was a strong-willed woman. What if, after coming to her and suggesting we enter a polyamorous relationship, she just slammed the door in my face? Well, I suppose if that was her choice, I could only accept it, but then where would that leave us?

      The door opened just then and Kari walked in with a shivering Lin. I glanced at the smiling blonde beauty, and then shifted my gaze to the gorgeous Lamia, who seemed oddly pale for someone with such dark skin. Not only was she shaking, but she kept tossing glances at Kari like the girl was going to bite her head off. I also noticed that she was actually wearing clothes. It was a simple blue dress that looked a tad big on her, but it did an adequate job of covering all her naughty bits.

      The moment she saw me, Lin slithered over to me in a panicked rush.

      “D-Darling!”

      Lin was barely a second from pouncing on me when Kari coughed into her hand, causing the Lamia to stop. Her body shivered again. Then, to my surprise, she slowly wandered to the seat on my left and sat down. A still smiling Kari sat down on my right.

      “Um, did you two have a good talk?” I asked, for lack of anything better to say.

      “I believe we did,” Kari said as Lin shuddered.

      “Do you mind if I ask what you talked about?” Something strange was going on. Lin looked like she’d seen death incarnate. I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of conversation they’d had.

      “You may ask, but I sadly will not be able to tell you.” Kari sent me a tender, gentle smile. “It was a conversation between us girls.”

      “I… see…”

      I didn’t see at all. I was just saying that.

      “Do not worry,” Kari said in response to my words. “All you need to know is that she and I had a conversation regarding propriety.”

      “Ah.”

      I could only assume that Kari had spoken to Lin about her habit of sneaking into my bed, and the conversation, or maybe Kari herself, had been frightening enough to scare the Lamia girl into submission. Part of me still wanted to know more. However, so long as Lin stopped sneaking into my bed, I felt like I had nothing to complain about.

      A maid came out of a doorway on the other side of the room. She was pushing a cart with food on it. As she came closer, I saw that two of the dishes contained bowls of porridge with dried fruit mixed in. The third meal was a large plate of smoked ham, which I assumed was for Lin. I was impressed. The chef had remembered that Lamia were meat-eaters after only being told once.

      The maid stopped next to us and set the bowls of porridge in front of Kari and me and the plate in front of Lin, who was already drooling as she stared at her food. She looked ravenous. Of course, the maid also had to avoid the Lamia’s tail, which thumped against the ground. Kari almost giggled when the poor woman nearly tripped on it.

      “Let’s not stand on ceremony and eat,” Kari said as she smiled at us.

      While Lin had no trouble digging in, I couldn’t help but glance at her. “Are we not going to wait for your other family members to arrive?”

      Kari shook her head as she grabbed a spoon. “My mother has likely already eaten, and I’m sure my fathers except for Dante have done the same. All of them have duties to attend to early in the morning. What’s more, considering what happened to Lin last night, I have no doubt that my parents are spreading the word not to sound the Demon Beast Alarm if they see a girl with the lower body of a snake wandering the streets.”

      “That makes sense.” Seeing how Kari was beginning to eat, I also grabbed my spoon and scooped up some porridge. “The Empress of Nevaria and her husbands would be busy.”

      Kari stopped moving her spoon, but it was only for a second. “They are indeed busy people.”

      Breakfast was quiet for a time as everyone ate. The porridge was a lot better than what I’d been eating since coming back to the past. Then again, all I’d eaten for breakfast was honeyed bread, which wasn’t exactly the most flavorful dish ever conceived. It was sweet, but that was it.

      “This princess could get used to eating like this,” Lin said with a sigh. She had already polished off her plate, making me shake my head.

      “You are free to have more if you want,” Kari said.

      “Really?” asked Lin, who looked ecstatic at her words. Her long ears, covered in scales, wiggled with joy, and the tip of her tail thumped against the floor at a rapid pace.

      “Of course.” Kari smiled. “Our chef has been informed that Lamia are big eaters and she should prepare a lot more food for you.”

      “Thank you, Big Sister!”

      “Big Sister?” I mouthed the new title that Kari had been given, wondering what it was all about, but all Kari did was smile at me.

      “Do you have any plans today, Eryk?” asked Kari.

      “I… don’t know,” I admitted with a frown. “There are a lot of things I need to do, but I don’t know what I should do first.”

      “Then would you be willing to listen to my suggestion?” asked Kari.

      Glancing at the girl, I noticed the way she was biting her lip and made a guess. “Do you want to go and see Fay?”

      “Yes.” An expression of relief crossed Kari’s face when I caught onto what she wanted from me. “I don’t have classes today, and I’m sure Instructor Brynhild is busy dealing with the fallout of last night’s chase, so she’s unlikely to show up for training. Now would be the perfect time to see Fay and talk to her about the idea I proposed last night.”

      There were a lot of things I could have said in response to her words. I could have asked, again, if she was really sure about this solution she’d come up with. I could have questioned her. I could have said no.

      I did none of those things.

      “I understand,” I said with a slow nod. “After breakfast, let’s go to the Valstine Family’s residence and ask if we can speak with Fay.”

      The smile that blossomed on Kari’s face was worth more to me than all the valis in the world. “Thank you, Eryk.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “What should this princess do?” asked Lin.

      “You will be coming with us, of course,” Kari said. “After all, Eryk is going to be courting you as well, so you’ll need to be introduced to Fay at some point. We also need to start letting people get used to your presence. Might as well start now, right?”

      I couldn’t help but agree with Kari, and so, after Lin finished scarfing down eight more plates worth of smoked ham, the three of us left the Imperial Royal Palace and traveled into Nevaria.
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      The day after the tournament ended, Grant had recovered enough of his mental faculties that he could walk around, talk, and do everything he used to. However, he didn’t feel the same anymore.

      Every time he closed his eyes, that peasant’s face would fill his mind.

      Every time he saw that peasant’s face, an indescribable feeling of fear washed over him.

      He hated this feeling. He hated the fact that he was afraid of some stupid peasant. That blasted Eryk Veiger haunted his dreams, both waking and asleep. Grant could not help but recall the terror that had washed over him when the peasant had released his Spiritual Power. The Spiritual Pressure that had pushed down on him at that moment had been like nothing he’d ever experienced.

      That was why he wanted to get back at the boy.

      He wanted revenge.

      “Father!”

      Grant did not bother knocking as he barged into his father’s private chamber, looking around the opulent room in search of his father.

      Not only did this room feature soft carpet made from the fur of a C-Rank Demon Beast, the Antler Goat, but the walls were decorated with exquisite paintings. Several bookcases covered the wall in areas where no paintings or portraits hung. This room didn’t have a bed, which was located in the next room over, but it did feature a large desk.

      His father was sitting behind the desk.

      “Father, I demand we kill Eryk Veiger!” Grant shouted as he walked up to his father’s desk.

      The old man had been leaning over his desk and writing something on a goatskin parchment when Grant walked in, but he stopped when he heard his son’s shouting. Long gray hair that flowed freely down to the middle of his back shifted as he straightened in his seat. His sharp eyes narrowed as he looked at Grant, who suddenly froze in place.

      “I understand your desire to kill Eryk Veiger,” his father said at last. “However, we cannot afford to do so at this point in time—not now that he has won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. There are too many people looking at him. It will be impossible to kill that child with so many eyes watching.”

      “But Father—” Grant started to speak, only for his throat to close up when his father released an intense Spiritual Pressure. A cold sweat broke out on his skin as the room seemingly began to shake. He couldn’t tell if it was his imagination or if the room was actually shaking.

      A powerful heat was wafting off his father’s body now. The Spiritual Aura surrounding him was a bright, bluish-white. Unlike his own aura, which was somewhat transparent, this was thick and dense. Wisps of bluish-white flame rose from the man’s body like plumes of smoke. The heat caused the air around him to distort. Despite the heat his father was emitting, which caused sweat to pour from his body in rivulets, none of the furniture, not the chair or the desk, received so much as a burn.

      “Do not test my patience, boy,” his father said in a surprisingly cold voice. His father’s Spiritual Aura made Grant feel like he was being burned alive, but his voice chilled him to the bone. “Eryk Veiger is too famous to just kill now. What’s more, if he is killed, we will be the primary suspects due to your animosity toward him. We cannot afford to jeopardize our place within Nevaria right now, or all of the plans our family has been crafting for several hundred years will go up in smoke.”

      Grant tried to gulp, but his throat felt too dry for that. He licked his lips. His body was shaking by this point, but oddly enough, he wasn’t completely overwhelmed by his father’s Spiritual Aura like he used to be.

      “I… understand, Father,” he croaked.

      “Hmph!” His father released the Spiritual Aura surrounding him, causing Grant to sigh in relief as the intense pressure and heat pushing him down vanished. As the man grabbed his quill and dipped it in a bottle of ink, he spoke again. “So long as Eryk Veiger remains inside of Nevaria, we cannot touch him. I expect you to leave the boy alone for now.”

      “Yes, Father,” Grant said meekly.

      There was no vocal dismissal, but Grant clearly understood that it was time for him to leave. He bowed to his father and left the room. However, as he closed the door and began walking down the hall, his mood became progressively worse. He wanted to get back at Eryk Veiger for daring to oppose him, for causing him to feel so much fear, for humiliating him during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.

      But he didn’t know how to go about getting revenge. The only thing he knew about the boy was that he was a peasant and that he was close to Kari and… Fay…

      Grant stopped walking, but then he started walking again, moving faster than he had been seconds before.

      He would need to get in touch with some people, but Grant had an idea. He could not strike against Eryk due to his newfound fame, and he couldn’t hurt Kari because she was the Princess of Nevaria, but there was at least one person he could hurt, one way he could strike back against the boy who humiliated him. If he couldn’t strike at Eryk, then he would just have to strike at someone close to him.
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      Kari, Lin, and I traveled the streets of Nevaria.

      It was still early in the morning, but it was much later than it had been. Because Lin was a Lamia with a tail that was over six meters long, we couldn’t take a carriage down the mountain, which meant we had to walk. It had taken about twenty minutes or so. The sun had completely risen by the time we had reached the city proper.

      The early morning was normally filled with people getting ready to start the day. Young boys and girls would be traveling to school, men and women would be journeying to their jobs, and older people would be sitting around outside enjoying the weather. Everyone was normally bustling at this time in the morning.

      That was not the case now.

      “W-w-what is that thing?!”

      “Monster! It’s a monster!”

      “What should we do?! Should we call the Nevarian Spiritualists over?!”

      “What is that thing doing near Princess Kari?!”

      The numerous people who’d been going about their business were now running away, screaming about monsters as they tried to get away from us. Of course, by “us,” I actually meant Lin. Once someone got the Lamia girl locked in their sights, noticed her six-meter-long snake tail, and unfroze themselves after the shock coursing through them wore off, they yelled out something insulting and took off. And that was just the people who were able to move. Many people became too frozen in fear to even scream.

      It was affecting Lin.

      “Why are these people calling this princess a monster?” Lin muttered morosely as she tried to gaze at the people with an imperious frown, but her ears were drooping and her posture had become slouched. It was like she was trying to hide herself.

      “I was afraid this would happen,” I sighed. “It’s just like I said: no one knows of your kind here in Nevaria. I doubt most of these people even know what a Lamia is. All they know is that you aren’t human.” I glanced at a young woman we had passed, whose body had frozen solid like a block of ice, and sighed. “It doesn’t help that Nevaria is isolated from the rest of the world by the Endless Desert and the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Thanks to that, this city hasn’t made contact with the outside world since before the Great Catastrophe, so we haven’t met any of the other races like the Werebeasts, Catfolk, or Lamia.”

      “I’ve read about Werebeasts and Catfolk in some of those books at the Nadine Library,” Kari said.

      “There are a few books that document them, but most of the knowledge about those races has been lost, much like the Lamia.” I noticed the way Lin was lowering her body as if to hide herself and felt something prick my chest. After glancing at Kari on my other side, I looked back at Lin and grabbed her hand. “We’ll just have to deal with people reacting like this for now. Once everyone gets used to your presence, most of them will begin acting like they always do. Let’s just give them time.”

      Lin’s hand tightened around mine as she slithered closer to me. She reached out with the hand not holding mine and grabbed my arm as though she wanted to use it as a lifeline. Seeing this normally haughty girl act so timid bothered me, but I knew the people of Nevaria couldn’t be blamed. Anyone would freak out when they saw someone who was clearly not human for the first time.

      “I suppose that is all we can do.” Kari closed the distance between us and wrapped her arms around my left arm. She smiled up at me when I glanced at her, but then she looked at Lin. “I’m sure people will eventually come to accept you, Lin.”

      “Do you really think so?” Lin muttered with a hopeful look in her golden eyes.

      Kari nodded. “I do. I will help make sure it happens. If everyone sees me walking around with you, they’ll eventually realize you aren’t a monster or dangerous.”

      “Okay.” Lin sniffled a bit as though trying to suck tears back into her tear ducts, and then presented a smile to Kari. “Thank you, Big Sister.”

      Being called “Big Sister” seemed to make Kari abnormally happy. The way her eyes lit up like rays of sunshine breaking through thick clouds reminded me of when her older self from my previous life went exploring ruins. I wondered if maybe Kari had always wanted to be someone’s older sister.

      “You don’t need to worry about a thing!” Kari said enthusiastically. “Helping their younger siblings are what big sisters are for.”

      Yeah. She definitely wanted to be an older sister. I guessed she was tired of being the youngest in a family with three older siblings.

      Our travels took us to the Noble District located southwest of the Imperial Royal Palace. The reaction Lin received here was about the same she received everywhere else. There weren’t as many nobles, but all of them panicked and ran away the moment we appeared. I really wanted to smack these people.

      The Valstine Family’s estate was located behind a large wall, which was about three or four times taller than I was. A steel gate, massive and imposing, was the only means of entering this place. The gate had a symbol, the “Sign of Four” located in the center. It was also being guarded by a young member of their family. He wore leather armor with the same crest as the gate on his chestplate, and judging from his youthful appearance, he wasn’t much older than I was.

      He froze the moment he laid eyes on Lin.

      “Would you mind opening the gate?” I asked, trying to make him focus on me. “I would like to speak with Fay Valstine.” The man said nothing as he stared at the now nervous Lin like she was an S-Rank Demon Beast. I frowned, walked up to him, and grabbed his face with my hands, forcing him to look at me. “Hey, I’m talking to you. I have some business with the Valstines, so I would like to speak with them, or is this how your family treats the person who helped them broker a deal with the Alchemist Association?”

      “What… the Valstines? Business?” the man stumbled over his words as he tried to put his head back on straight.

      “That’s right. I have business with the Valstine Family, so please open this gate.”

      “Um…”

      “Don’t look at Lin right now,” I snapped, unleashing enough Spiritual Pressure that it forced him to keep looking at me. “I know what you are thinking, but Lin is not a monster or a Demon Beast. Look at her like that again and I’ll hit you so hard your face will turn inside out. Now, are you going to open those gates or not?”

      “I… I’ll open them, so, um… so please be patient,” the guard stuttered.

      “Good. I’m glad we could come to an understanding.”

      Letting go of the young man’s face, I took several steps back, until I was standing between Kari and Lin again. Then I waited for the young man to open the gate. He did so slowly, but that was mostly because he kept staring at Lin’s snake tail, his face pale and covered in a cold sweat. Fortunately, he did open the gate for us.

      “That was a little heavy-handed,” Kari said as we walked past the gate and the guard.

      I shrugged. “I’m beginning to get annoyed by the reaction of these people. I expected everyone to fear Lin because she isn’t human at first, but the amount of people acting like she’s a terrifying monster is getting on my nerves.”

      Kari smiled at me as Lin drew closer. “Darling, thank you for standing up for this princess. This princess really appreciates it.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said. It was all I could say before we reached the front door.

      The Valstine Family’s mansion was only a single building, though it was fairly large at three stories and at least one thousand meters. It looked like several structures had been combined into one. The center section was shaped like a square and had a crenellation at the top. Meanwhile, the two sections on either side of the crenellation were shaped like a pair of Ls.

      “Lin, Kari.” I turned to them. “You two wait here for just a moment, please. Given the reactions we’ve had to Lin’s presence, it might be better if we don’t have her come up with me.”

      “This princess… understands,” Lin said in a soft, meek voice. I almost flinched.

      Kari walked close to Lin and grabbed her hand. “I understand as well. Do not worry. I will keep Lin company.”

      I nodded and turned back to the mansion. No one was there to meet me at the front door this time. I walked up the steps and past the columns that supported the triangle-shaped awning. After reaching the front door, I paused and stared at it, wondering for a moment how I was supposed to get someone’s attention. Should I knock? Would anyone hear it?

      Sighing, I grabbed the knocker in the center of the door and tapped it against the door several times, causing a loud tap-tap to echo back to me. I waited for several seconds. Then I waited for about a minute. Frowning when no one came, I was just about to knock on the door again when it unlocked and was pushed open from the other side.

      It was the butler from last time. He was very old, had many wrinkles lining his face, and wore the refined black tunic and pants of a servant. He gazed at me for several seconds, then sighed.

      “Young Master Eryk,” he greeted in a polite but reserved tone.

      “Sorry for coming unannounced. I’m here to see Fay,” I said. “Can you take me to her?”

      “I am afraid that request is impossible at the moment.” He frowned at me, paused, and then continued. “I have received firm instructions from both Lady Fay and Lord Valstine to not let you see her right now.”

      “Oh…” I closed my eyes as a sharp pain stung my chest. I rubbed it, but this pain wasn’t physical. “I see. Thank you for letting me know.”

      “Young Master Eryk,” the old servant began before I could leave, “I do not know what happened between you and Lady Fay, but that girl is currently very distraught at the moment. When she gets like this, she has a bad habit of moping in her room and ignoring the world around her. I would recommend giving her a few days to recover before attempting to see her again.”

      I wasn’t sure why this man was being so helpful by giving me advice. Perhaps he was trying to help Fay in his own way. Maybe he recognized that hiding from that which hurt you did not actually help you in the long run. That said, the fact that I had hurt Fay enough that she wanted to shut herself in her room was painful, though I knew it was nothing compared to what she must have been going through.

      “I understand.” I bowed to him. “I’ll come back again some other time.”

      “Your two friends are welcome to come back as well,” the old man said. “Although most people in the Valstine Family would probably panic at the sight of a Lamia.”

      While I was curious to know how he knew about Lamia, I figured he was just well-read, unlike a lot of other people. Nodding at him, I returned to Kari and Lin as the servant closed the door.

      “No good?” Kari asked.

      I shook my head. “Fay has requested that I not be allowed to see her.”

      Kari bit her lip. “I should have expected this. Fay tries to act confident on the outside, but she’s very fragile inside. She has always been the kind of girl who mopes whenever she gets hurt. Do you think I should use my authority as the Princess of Nevaria to make him take us to her?”

      After giving her offer serious consideration, I shook my head. “That would be very high-handed. What’s more, I don’t think it will help us in this instance. It might serve to push Fay further away.”

      “You are definitely right,” Kari agreed with a sigh.

      “This princess does not understand why this Fay girl is unwilling to see you.” Lin crossed her arms and frowned.

      “It’s because I hurt her.” I gave Lin a helpless smile. “I’m sure she is hurt because I rejected her, and she has decided that she doesn’t want to see me.”

      “That’s just dumb,” Lin muttered.

      “What should we do now?” asked Kari.

      “Now?” I looked up at the sky, at the sun that was blazing overhead. “I will have to head over to the library soon. I’m closing today.”

      “Should we go with you?” she asked, but I shook my head.

      “You can come a little later, but I’ll never get my work done if you two are around.” I smiled as a thought crossed my mind. “Maybe you can use this opportunity to go shopping.”

      “Shopping?” Kari tilted her head while Lin just looked confused.

      “For Lin,” I explained. “That dress she’s wearing is one of yours, right? Currently, Lin doesn’t have any clothes of her own because I haven’t been able to take her shopping myself. Her presence might still cause a bit of panic, but I think if the Princess of Nevaria is by her side, people will be a bit less inclined to overreact.”

      “That does sound like a good idea,” Kari admitted. “We could also use this time as a chance to do some bonding between girls.” She directed her gaze toward the Lamia. “How about it, Lin? Would you like to spend the day with me?”

      Lin frowned for a moment, her brow furrowing as she considered Kari’s words. I could almost see the way her thought process was going. She probably wanted to spend time with me, her “Darling,” but the idea of traveling around Nevaria with a person who didn’t fear her was likely appealing as well.

      “This princess… would like that,” Lin said at last. “Though now she is wondering if it wouldn’t be better for her to remain indoors.”

      “You can’t think like that,” Kari admonished her. “I’m sure people will begin to accept you once they get used to you. Let’s both do our best.”

      “Okay.” Lin didn’t seem as enthusiastic as Kari, who actually looked pretty determined, but she still managed to smile at the other girl.

      “In that case, I will see you both later,” I said.

      We gave our goodbyes and went our separate ways. Kari grabbed Lin’s arm and began pulling her along, chatting about something, though I was too far away to hear what she was saying. I watched them go. When they disappeared around a corner, I released a weary sigh and began traveling toward the library.
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      The soft mattress underneath her normally would have brought Fay comfort, but all she felt as she sat on her bed was self-recrimination. After waking up, washing off, and eating breakfast, Fay had retired to her bedroom. There she sat. Her back was against the wall and her knees were drawn to her chest as she gazed into the distance with slightly vacant eyes.

      Why did I say those things?

      Her mind replayed what happened between her and Eryk the day before.

       

      “Why are you… even bothering with me? You don’t even like me, right? The one you love is Kari, so why are you bothering to train me? Why are you being so kind to me?”

       

      Fay could not believe she had said those words, which she knew could never be taken back.

       

      “Well, I wish you would stop. You keep… treating me so nicely that it hurts. I don’t think you even realize how much it hurts to have someone you love treat you with such kindness when you know they don’t love you back. Every sweet gesture you make, every kind word you say… they’re like a lance being driven into my heart, because I know that deep down, you aren’t doing this out of romantic feelings for me. It’s just who you are.”

       

      It wasn’t like they were completely untrue, but at the same time, Fay knew that Eryk had not deserved the scorn she’d given him. All he had wanted to do was help her. Maybe he didn’t have the same feelings for her that he did for Kari, but she at least knew that he cared for her. The fact that she’d gone off on him like that just proved how terrible of a person she was.

      It’s just like back then…

      Back then. Fay closed her eyes as she remembered the past, long before she had met Eryk, long before Grant Leucht had tried to force her into an arranged marriage. Years ago, when she was still young, Fay had been best friends with Kari. They had done everything together. She would even go so far as to say they had been like sisters. All that changed after Kari was injured by Demon Beasts that managed to come down from the mountains.

      Pain pierced her chest like a lance. She lowered her head between her knees and bit her lip, trying to stifle the sob that wanted to escape.

      Even after all this time, I’m still crying over what happened in the past. I’m so pathetic.

      As Fay was lamenting, a knock echoed from her door, startling her.

      “Lady Fay.” It was one of her servants, Bertrand. “I came to inform you that Eryk Veiger and Kari Astralia came over earlier today. I sent them away since I didn’t think you wanted to deal with them right now. I hope you will forgive me for not informing you of this sooner.”

      Kari and Eryk had come to visit her? Fay rubbed her chest as she looked at the door, wondering what they had come to see her for. She couldn’t think of anything. Neither of them was the type to rub salt into an open wound, so they must have wanted to speak with her for some reason, but she couldn’t fathom what they’d want to talk to her about, especially Eryk. After what she’d done yesterday, she wouldn’t be surprised if he never wanted to speak to her again.

      Thinking about Eryk made Fay think about all the times they had shared together, causing a sudden urge to well up inside of her.

      Climbing off the bed, Fay went over to her dresser and stripped off her pajama bottoms and shirt. Now wearing nothing but her loincloth and chest bindings, she began getting dressed. She put on her black shorts. Then she slid a shirt over her body. It was sleeveless and had a triangle-shaped cutout in the center of her chest. She put on her stockings and boots after that, and then she donned a blue vest, the ends of which trailed down to her ankles. After cinching it up with a belt and a leather strap just below her breasts, she slid on fingerless gloves.

      Now dressed, Fay went over to her door, opened it, and stepped out.

      Bertrand was standing outside her door. He paused when he saw her outfit.

      “Are you going out, Lady Fay?”

      “Just for a little while,” Fay responded.

      “Shall I have someone escort you?”

      “No, thank you. I would like to travel alone.”

      Bertrand bowed to her as Fay turned around and walked over to the stairs. She descended them, ending up in another hallway. As she traveled toward the entrance hall, an old man with a receding hairline, dark brown eyes, and many wrinkles lining his face stepped out from a side passage.

      “Oh. Lady Fay,” he greeted in surprise. “Are you heading out?”

      “Om,” Fay returned the man’s greeting with a courteous nod. “Yes, I am. There is a lot that I wish to think about, and I do not believe locking myself in my room will help.”

      “Understandable.” Om smiled at her like a grandfather looking at his granddaughter. “It is always nice to get some fresh air.”

      “Yes.”

      Fay didn’t stay chatting with this old man for long. After some initial pleasantries, she bid the man goodbye and was soon leaving the Valstine Family’s estate.
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      Kari did her best to remain upbeat as she kept a hold of Lin’s arm and pulled her along. She refused to show how upset the stares everyone was giving Lin made her. That wasn’t going to help her new friend, her new little sister, who was already having trouble dealing with the tension and animosity hanging in the air.

      “This is called the City Square,” Kari said as they stood in a large plaza. A paved road spread across the square-shaped area that was enclosed by many tall buildings. In the very center of this plaza known as City Square was a large statue of a powerful-looking woman in full-body armor. The woman was holding a sword above her head like she was preparing to hack her enemies apart.

      “There are a lot of people,” Lin murmured as she gazed at the passersby, all of whom were giving them a wide berth. “None of them like this princess.”

      “They’ll warm up to you eventually.” Kari remained positive, projecting an aura of confidence that she didn’t fully feel. “Anyway, this place is a little different from the Market District that I showed you first. While the Market District caters mostly to people who are looking to buy specialty items like furniture and such, this district is home to a lot of clothing stores. I figured we’d follow Eryk’s advice and buy some clothes you can wear.”

      “This princess still does not understand the point of clothes, but she does realize that everyone else seems to be wearing them,” Lin said. Kari thought the way she spoke of herself in the third person, referring to herself as “this princess,” was incredibly cute. She could see why Eryk had trouble dealing with this girl.

      Lin was just too adorable for words.

      “Follow me.” Kari began tugging on the girl’s arm as she walked toward the buildings. “I’m going to take you to a store that I buy a lot of my clothes from.”

      The store that Kari took Lin to was marked by a blue door. One story. Kind of small. It didn’t look like much on the outside. A sign in front of the door was marked by a shirt to signify what they sold.

      The door jingled as she opened it and let Lin precede her, which she did because Lin had that big snake tail. She didn’t want her friend’s tail getting jammed if the door closed on her. After Lin had fully entered, Kari walked in next.

      It was easy to tell at a glance that this shop specialized in selling premade clothing. There were several shelves and displays, all of which featured several articles of clothing: shirts, pants, dresses, skirts, vests, etc. There were multiple different styles on display. Kari was hoping that one of these styles would fit Lin.

      There were a number of people in the store when they arrived, but all of them froze up and stared the moment they entered. Kari tried to ignore those stares as she smiled at Lin and tugged on the girl’s arm again so they could get moving. Her destination was the back, where a young woman several years her senior was helping someone else get dressed.

      “I shall be with you in just a moment,” the woman said.

      “Okay,” Kari replied. “I’ll wait here.”

      At the sound of her voice, the woman stopped what she was doing and turned her head. Their eyes locked.

      “Princess Kari,” the woman said, preparing to move into a bow. She never did, though. She caught sight of Lin at that moment and her body froze.

      “Emeralda, I would like to introduce Lin,” Kari said with a gesture toward her dark-skinned companion. “She’s a Lamia from the Endless Desert who arrived here some time ago. I thought it would be nice to show her around, and I also want to get her some clothes since she does not have any of her own.”

      “Is… is that so?” The woman known as Emeralda recovered far more quickly than anyone else had done. “I see. You want new clothes for this… girl… hmm…” She walked up to Kari and Lin, studying the Lamia girl a lot more closely, which seemed to make Lin a tad nervous. However, Kari held the girl’s arm, both to keep her from running and to reassure her. “She’s very… exotic. I’ve never seen someone with skin color like this… and that tail… so she is what people call a Lamia, huh? Interesting.”

      “Do you think you can find some clothes that will look good on her?” asked Kari.

      “I will certainly do my best,” Emeralda said, her eyes lighting up a little more.

      “Somehow… this princess has a very bad feeling about this,” Lin muttered.

      Before Lin could say anything else, Emeralda began dragging her and Kari around the store, which was a bit awkward because her long tail got in the way of the other shoppers. However, Emeralda was no longer paying attention to them. This woman had a new subject to work with, and that subject was far different from anyone else she’d ever helped clothe before.

      Emeralda didn’t have Lin try anything on just yet. The first thing she did was grab several articles of clothing and hold them up to the Lamia as though sizing her up. Most of them were shirts and skirts. She also held up a few chemises, presumably to see how they would look on Lin. Throughout it all, Kari remained next to her new friend to help the girl bear with what was obviously a brand-new experience for the inexperienced Lamia.

      “Hmm…” Emeralda murmured as she set a slightly sheer-looking chemise back on a shelf. “Finding an outfit that fits a Lamia is surprisingly difficult. I feel like none of these really work. I mean, they aren’t terrible, but they aren’t really great either, especially given your skin tone.” The woman thought for a moment, and then her expression suddenly brightened. “I actually think we do have something for you! Come on!”

      “What?” Lin sounded startled as the woman grabbed her hand and pulled her along. “H-hey! Don’t just grab this princess as you please! Quit dragging her!”

      Despite Lin’s protests, Emeralda dragged her over to the back of the store, then she made her and Kari wait there while she wandered through a door. The two of them stood in somewhat awkward silence for several minutes. They could hear the woman rustling through the fabric and muttering to herself through the open door. Several swear words rang out, and then…

      “Ah-ha! Here it is!”

      Emeralda wore an ecstatic but somehow smug smile as she came out with several articles of clothing that appeared to make up an outfit. The clothing itself was all red and made of a fabric that appeared lighter and less thick than what Kari was used to. It didn’t look like wool or silk.

      “Here, let’s try this on,” Emeralda said.

      “Waaaa!”

      Lin released a shocked cry as Emeralda grabbed the dress she was wearing and flipped it off her. Now completely naked, the poor Lamia had no time to defend herself as the woman began clothing her. It happened before she could even put up a good defense. Before the girl even knew it, she was already dressed.

      “Wow…”

      Kari could not help but feel a sense of shock as she looked at Lin in her new outfit. Her shirt really wasn’t much. It resembled a strip of red cloth that traveled over her breasts, forming an X-pattern above her small chest before tying together in the back. It fit her well. However, Kari thought it was only possible because Lin’s breasts weren’t large like hers. This shirt—if it could really be called that—also left her belly completely exposed, revealing a splendidly flat and toned stomach that even she was slightly jealous of.

      There were two other articles of clothing that went with this outfit. The first article that Kari really focused on was the wrap-around skirt. Tied at one end, dyed the same color of red as her shirt, the skirt looked more like a piece of cloth that was higher on her right where it tied together and lower on her left. That said, it did a good job of covering Lin’s private places, which was what they wanted. The other articles were the red armbands that covered her forearms. They were kept in place by a hole that her middle fingers went through and a cord near her elbows.
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“What do you think?” asked Emeralda with a satisfied smile. “This outfit is something my shop has had for a while, but I never could figure out what to do with it. I’m not even sure where it came from.”

      “I think it looks good,” Kari said. “Lin, what do you think?”

      Lin was looking down at herself, twisting her sinuous body this way and that, as though trying to study every aspect of her new clothing.

      “It does feel nice,” she admitted. “This princess almost feels like she’s not wearing anything, so it’s not uncomfortable.”

      “Why don’t you look in the mirror and tell me what you think?” Emeralda suggested.

      She directed Lin to a full body mirror, where the Lamia girl was able to fully observe herself. The way her eyes widened in astonishment was quite something. She looked like she was seeing herself for the first time ever.

      “So these are what clothes look like on this princess,” she muttered. “She must admit, they do fit her well.”

      “Don’t they?” Emeralda puffed out her chest in pride.

      “How much are they?” asked Kari.

      Emeralda stroked her chin for a moment as if seriously pondering that question. “Considering how little fabric is used in its construction and how no one else is willing to buy it, you’re honestly doing me a favor by letting me get rid of it, so… how about I just give you this set for free, but in exchange, I would like the two of you to come back and let me play dress-up with Lin some more.”

      The moment Lin heard those words, she froze over, but Kari just nodded.

      “I think that is a fair deal.”

      “This princess does not want to be someone’s doll!”

      “Good!” Emeralda clapped her hands together as she completely ignored the Lamia’s complaint. “In that case, I will give you this outfit right now. The next time you two come in, I will try to have several new outfits prepared for her, which means I will need to take her measurements right now.”

      “Measurements?” Lin questioned, a tremor in her voice. She gulped when Emeralda brought a marked leather strip out of a front pouch in her dress.

      “Of course. I cannot design new clothing if I don’t have your measurements,” Emeralda said as she walked toward Lin, who turned around and tried to slither away. Unfortunately, she wasn’t fast enough.

      Her terrified screams echoed across the plaza.
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      Fay didn’t really think about where she was going. She walked through Nevaria without a care for where she was, simply letting her feet take her wherever they willed. People passed her by on both sides. However, she wasn’t paying any attention to them. Her mind was elsewhere.

      Eryk…

      She thought about Eryk, the boy she had fallen in love with. Their meeting could have been considered one of good fortune. Fay had been suffering from a spiritual malady that no one seemed capable of curing, and then, just as she was on the verge of losing hope, he found her and saved her.

      Turning a corner, Fay sidestepped a young boy as he ran along the road. He didn’t seem to be paying attention to where he was going as he laughed. Coming through several seconds later were a pair of adults, who were calling out the boy’s name. They must have been his parents.

      Fay couldn’t figure out when she had fallen in love with Eryk. It didn’t happen immediately after he saved her. She had been grateful, of course, but gratitude and love were not the same things. Gratitude was gratitude. Love was love.

      It must have been… from watching him…

      Ever since they began training together, Fay had been watching Eryk.

      His work ethic impressed her. Eryk pushed himself harder than anyone she’d ever seen. Not only did he work hard, but he was a genuinely good person, who was willing to help her grow stronger so she could grasp her fate with her own hands. He trained her just as hard as he trained himself. Eryk never let her take her training easy, pushing her body and Spiritual Powers to the limit so she could grow stronger.

      She enjoyed their conversations together. Not every talk they had was related to training. There had been times during their training where they would eat lunch and talk about inane matters. Eryk would tell her about a book he’d read while working at the library or ask her questions about herself. He seemed genuinely interested in her as a person. Fay had been able to open up to him in ways she never had with anyone else. The feelings she began harboring went beyond respect; she also trusted him.

      A large gate several dozen meters tall stood before her, causing Fay to blink. She glanced at the large wall, made of brick and mortar, which several people patrolled the top of. Two guards stood near the still open gate, though there weren’t many people coming and going. While there were often people entering the forests surrounding Nevaria to gather herbs and hunt wild animals, it was currently midday. That was the least busy time since everyone was working.

      Fay walked past the guards. They didn’t stop her.

      She continued walking, moving past boulders, traveling around trees. The canopy above her head blocked out most of the light, but the sun still shone through. Patterns were painted along the ground in the colors of sunlight. They moved as a stiff breeze blew through the forest, rustling the leaves, which brought with it a slight chill.

      Several minutes passed before Fay eventually came upon a clearing, the same clearing she and Eryk had been using for their latest training. She glanced around. The lines that Eryk had drawn, her exit and entry points for the Flash Step, were still etched into the ground. She wandered over to one of them. Gazing at it for a moment, she lifted her head and looked at the other one.

      Then she took a step forward.

      The world seemed to blur around her for barely a second before it went still again. Fay was now standing on the other line, having moved ten meters in less time than it took to blink.

      “I’ve just about mastered the first stage,” Fay muttered to herself, smiling. The smile soon left, however, as her thoughts once again turned toward Eryk. “What am I going to do? How am I going to apologize?”

      What Fay had said to Eryk that day during the tournament had been reprehensible. She had accused him of toying with her feelings, even though she knew that wasn’t the case at all. Fay would have liked to blame her actions on Catalyna and her callous words. Doing that, however, would have been just as irresponsible. She needed to take responsibility for her words and actions. The problem she was having was that she didn’t know what to do—

      Crunch.

      Fay’s thoughts halted as a sound entered her ears, causing her to narrow her eyes as she stared into the forest.

      “Who is there? Show yourself!”

      “You’ve got a sharp pair of ears,” a sickeningly familiar voice said to her.

      Fay’s eyes widened as a tall and somewhat handsome man with dark blond hair, blue eyes, and broad shoulders stepped into the clearing. He wore extravagant clothes made of silk with a steel chestplate over the top. Likewise, he had metal gauntlets and greaves on his arms and legs. A sword rested against his hip, the enameled pommel visible as the blade resided within an intricate sheath.

      In short, he looked prepared for combat.

      “Grant.” Fay narrowed her eyes again as she shifted her feet across the ground. Gravel shifted under her boots. “What are you doing here? Are you stalking me?”

      “Stalking?” Grant gave her a look of fake hurt, placing a hand against his chest as if to emphasize how much pain her words caused. “How rude. I was merely wandering through the forests surrounding Nevaria when I happened upon a beautiful flower who looked like she was in pain. And so, being the kind gentleman that I am, I offered to help her.”

      “I neither want nor need your help,” Fay said through narrowed eyes. “So, kindly take your help and give it to someone else.”

      “Ha ha ha!” Grant placed a hand against his forehead and swept back his hair. “I thought you might say something like that. Unfortunately for you, I didn’t actually come here to lend a hand.” His glare hardened. “I’m here for revenge.”

      “Revenge?” Fay furrowed her brow, but then her expression cleared. “You mean against Eryk?”

      “Of course, I mean against Eryk!” Grant snapped. “Who else would I mean? That arrogant peasant! Not only did he humiliate me in public, but he treats me as if I’m not even worth his time! He stole you and Kari away from me!” A light of insanity entered his eyes, which had become bloodshot with rage. “I can’t touch him or Kari! So that means I’m going to take you! I’ll steal you from him, and then I’ll break you! I’ll break your mind and body so badly, you’ll become my cum dump! Then I’ll present you to him! I’ll parade you in front of him! That will be my revenge!”

      Fay grimaced as she realized this man, who was growing increasingly more fervent as he spoke, had probably lost his mind. The calm facade of a noble had crumbled away. All that remained of this man was an animal who longed only to take revenge against the person he believed had wronged him.

      Fear entered Fay’s mind, causing her to take a step back. It was only for a moment, though. Then she remembered something Eryk had told her. He had once said that she was stronger than Grant. He had praised her abilities, stating there were only a few people in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament who would pose a threat to her, and Grant had not been one of them.

      “If you wish to kidnap me, then just try it,” Fay said, releasing her Spiritual Power and igniting her Spiritual Aura. Fiery red energy erupted from her body. The grass beneath her feet ignited. She didn’t feel the heat, but she did recognize that as a sign that she hadn’t gained complete control over her Spiritual Aura.

      “Hmph!”

      Grant snorted as his own Spiritual Aura erupted from around his body. It was red like hers, but Fay noticed that the red aura surrounding Grant was a little more translucent when compared to hers.

      “A foolish woman who only just learned how to use her Spiritual Aura thinks she can defeat me in combat? How amusing. Let me show you the difference in our power,” Grant snarled at her.

      Fay took a deep breath as Grant charged forward like a rabid Demon Beast. He moved swiftly. Fire burst underneath his feet, propelling him across the ground at a speed that would have astounded her before.

      Except she knew the Flash Step now and had been extensively trained in moving quickly.

      Taking a step forward, Fay disappeared seconds before Grant could attack. The young man skidded to a stop and looked around. He didn’t even see Fay as she reappeared on his left. She slammed her left foot onto the ground, raised her right leg, and launched a powerful kick that slammed into Grant’s chest.

      “Ack!”

      Grant stumbled backward as he received the decisive blow. The loud ringing of metal echoed around them as his chest plate dented. He brought up a hand and pressed it to his armor. From the grimace he wore, she could tell he was in pain.

      Fay took two steps forward, lifted her left leg, and then spun around and slammed her heel into his stomach. The armor shattered as her foot was planted into his gut. She retracted it quickly as the man doubled over, bile spewing from his throat as he regurgitated whatever he had for lunch that day.

      Taking several steps back, Fay watched Grant as he held a hand to his stomach and shook her head in disgust. Was this really the man she’d been so afraid of?

      “I’m done here,” Fay declared as she turned around and tried to walk away.

      “DON’T TURN YOUR BACK ON ME!!!”

      The loud shout was followed by an intense wave of heat. Fay reacted on instinct, using the Flash Step to cross a distance of fifteen meters in less than a second. The area where she’d been standing was covered in a large conflagration. She didn’t know what Spiritual Technique Grant had used, but judging from the size of the fire, it was probably a C-ranked one.

      “This isn’t over! This isn’t over!” Grant screamed at her, saliva spewing from his mouth.

      “It is over,” Fay said as she adopted a combat stance. “You might have more Spiritual Techniques than I do, but I am still stronger than you. You can’t beat me.”

      Fay wasn’t sure what she had been expecting. Certainly, she hadn’t really expected her words to make him give up. However, when Grant started laughing like a maniac, she couldn’t help but feel a little shocked. Uncertainty stained her heart, causing it to beat erratically within her chest.

      “Maybe not,” Grant admitted, his grin, filled with insanity and hatred, made her take a step back. “It seems you really have grown a lot stronger.” He tilted his head. “However, who said I was alone?”

      “What?”

      Fay had just enough time to let his words sink in before a powerful Spiritual Pressure erupted from behind her. She used the Flash Step again, disappearing from that spot just as something powerful slammed into the ground. The earth was demolished. A massive crater formed and cracks spread across the forest floor. Fay, who had appeared several meters from the crater, looked over and saw that what had struck the ground was a massive war hammer.

      “Heh… you have some pretty good reflexes, Missy.”

      A large man who looked like he could eat an entire Demon Beast whole stepped into the clearing, walked over to the crater, and picked up the war hammer. The weapon was massive, easily as large as the man himself. He had short brown hair, several scars lining his face, and wore slightly rusted metal armor, which clinked together as he set the hammer against his shoulder.

      A mercenary…

      Fay narrowed her eyes as she realized Grant had likely paid for this man’s services. In return, the man eyed her up and down. She shivered in disgust when he licked his lips.

      “But damn, you sure are fine,” he said in a voice that sounded more like a growl. “I can see why this brat wants you. Maybe he’ll let me take you for a ride when he’s done.”

      “So long as you’re willing to wait your turn, I don’t mind letting you fuck her,” Grant said as he walked up to the man.

      “That’s why I like you.” The mercenary laughed. “You pay good, and you’re willing to let me have my fun.”

      Shoving aside her disgust at their conversation, Fay remained calm and assessed her situation. She was obviously at a disadvantage now. If it was just Grant or just this mercenary, she was confident in her victory, but she could not defeat them both at the same time.

      She needed to retreat.

      However, when Fay tried to use the Flash Step, she found that she couldn’t. She took a step forward, felt the Spiritual Power expel from the bottom of her feet, and… nothing. The Spiritual Power was disrupted and dispersed upon touching the ground.

      What the—

      “Did you think Garis here was the only person in my employ?” Grant sneered at Fay as if he’d realized what she was thinking. “I saw how that Spiritualist you fought managed to negate your ability to move really fast. It wasn’t hard finding someone who can accomplish the same thing. And now…” Licking his lips as he drew near, Grant chuckled at her. “I will take you, break you, and turn you into my willing sex slave.”

      Her situation was desperate now that she could no longer use her trump card, the Flash Step. Of course, she understood that someone out there was channeling the lightning element into the ground, disrupting her ability to use the Flash Step. If she could find that person, then…

      Fay bolted off in a random direction. Right now, what she needed to do was get into the forest where it would be harder for those two to attack her.

      “After her!” Grant shouted as he and the mercenary charged into the forest not far behind her.

      Fay wove around a tree seconds before an exceedingly powerful burst of wind slammed into it, shattering the bark. She twirled across the ground as a fireball flew toward her. The heat was enough to make her sweat, though she managed to dodge the fireball by the skin of her teeth. As she dodged fireballs and bursts of condensed air shaped like cannonballs, she sought out the lightning affinity Spiritualist who was no doubt hiding somewhere inside this forest.

      However, finding a single person within this forest while dodging fire and wind techniques was extremely difficult, if not impossible. Fay was so busy focusing on avoiding gouts of flame and sledgehammers of wind that she hardly had a chance to observe her surroundings.

      Perhaps it was good luck that let her discover the location of the lightning Spiritualist. Fay had just performed a series of front flips to avoid several Spiritual Techniques. Each technique struck the ground with an intensity that rattled her bones. Fire exploded. Wind burst. The searing heat made her face feel like it was on fire. As she landed on her feet, she spotted a color out of the corner of her eyes that didn’t appear natural.

      Red was not a natural color in the forest.

      Moving in a zigzag pattern that let her avoid the Spiritual Techniques from her pursuers, Fay raced toward the boulder where she saw a sheet of red fabric. The person she was seeking was behind it. It was a woman with tan skin, a scar over her right eye, and curly black hair. At the moment, she was kneeling and moving her hands in symbolic patterns as lightning surged from them and into the ground. She seemed surprised to find Fay staring at her, but then she began to stand up.

      Fay wouldn’t let her.

      With her Spiritual Aura surrounding her, Fay rotated her fist in a spiral pattern as she brought it into her torso, and then thrust it out.

      “HA!”

      Fire erupted from her fist. It slammed into the woman, who screamed in shock and pain as she was blasted across the ground. She struck the dirt. Bouncing once, she was soon rolling across the forest floor before disappearing underneath some bushes.

      Fay breathed a sigh of relief. That should have—

      There was no warning as the boulder that Fay was standing near suddenly exploded in a powerful gout of wind and flames. Fay screamed as she was launched into the air. Pain struck her every nerve as her body was battered by numerous fragments that ranged in size from pebbles to rocks the size of her head. Fortunately, her Spiritual Aura protected her, though it flickered out as she crashed into the ground.

      Fay rolled across the ground with bone-jarring force. The world blurred around her. When she stopped, Fay attempted to climb back onto her feet.

      However, just as she got onto her hands and knees, a powerful force slammed into her. She felt a brief moment of absolute and utter agony, but it only lasted for a second, and then she felt nothing at all.
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      I looked at the book in my hand titled The Tale of Baldur, a tragic story about a man named Baldur, who was betrayed by his adopted brother. I’d read it a couple of times myself, so I knew the contents well.

      Wandering down the aisles of the library, I sought out where the book belonged. It wasn’t on this aisle. I traveled over to the next one, frowning as I scanned titles such as The Axe of Ukonvasara and The Epic of Idun. It didn’t take me too long to discover where this book should go and put it back in its proper place.

      However, while I was working, several voices spoke in not so very hushed whispers.

      “Isn’t that Eryk Veiger?”

      “It is! I heard he won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament!”

      “He did win. I was there when it happened. I saw the whole thing!”

      “What do you think he’s doing still working in this library? I mean, he’s basically famous now, right? Does he still need to work here?”

      “It does seem a bit odd, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s completely bizarre. If I had won that tournament, then I would definitely not continue working. I’d ask for enough valis to live in luxury for the rest of my life. Then I’d ask for a harem of beautiful women and—”

      I sighed and stopped listening as the young boy explained how he’d ask for a bevy of beautiful women to cater to his every whim and need. A conversation like that was not one that I was interested in.

      The people who were speaking were young. I’d say they were between the ages of fourteen and seventeen. I could tell from their clothing (they wore thick wool tabards and pants that were fastened together with belts) that they were of the commoner class. They weren’t peasants like I—well, like I used to be. I couldn’t call myself a peasant anymore since I had more valis than I could spend thanks to my partnership with the Alchemist Association.

      In either event, it seemed those kids had some glorified notions of what it meant to win the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. I guess I could understand their thoughts. It was true I could have asked for what that boy wanted, but I was satisfied with giving Kari her freedom and keeping Grant Leucht away from her and Fay.

      I frowned for a moment as I wondered what I should do about Fay. It was obvious that giving her space might be for the best right now. At the same time, I didn’t want to leave things as they were for too long. The idea of sitting on my laurels and waiting out the problem rankled on my nerves. I sighed as I thought about how much trouble this situation with her was giving me.

      As my mind slipped further into depression, the door to the library opened and several loud exclamations arose from the people inside.

      “It’s Princess Kari—wait! Who is that with her?!”

      “Snake! Why is her lower half a snake?!”

      “Wait! I think I’ve heard of this! That’s a Lamia! It’s a Lamia, isn’t it?!”

      At the numerous shouts, I turned toward the door. Indeed, walking into the library were Kari and Lin, whose long, snake-like lower body was winding into the room. She was wearing different clothes than I remembered, but I thought the red outfit, which I’d seen women wearing in the Endless Desert, suited her better than Kari’s dress had. I wondered where they’d gotten such an outfit.

      “Darling!” Lin spotted me right away and slithered over. “Just as you asked, this princess has gone out and garbed herself in clothing. She hopes you are suitably happy and impressed with her appearance.”

      “I am,” I said with a smile as I studied her. “You look really good in those clothes. I think red suits you as well. It complements your dark skin.” Kari wandered up to us at a much slower pace, but she was smiling. “How was shopping for new clothes?”

      Lin shivered. “It was dreadful.”

      I raised an eyebrow and glanced at Kari, who giggled into her hand as she explained why Lin was acting this way.

      “I took her to a clothier that I know named Emeralda. However, that woman has a very… interesting personality. After getting over her initial shock at seeing a Lamia in her store, she became enamored and wanted to make Lin her dress-up doll.”

      “Ah.”

      “This princess is not a doll for others to play with.” Lin huffed and crossed her arms. The way her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel’s was utterly adorable. “That woman, she pawed this princess’s skin and took all these measurements. The only person allowed to paw at this princess is Darling.” This fervent declaration was met with silence. Kari frowned at Lin, who suddenly broke out in a cold sweat and amended her statement. “And Big Sister. She can paw at this princess too.”

      I glanced between the two as one sweated buckets and the other smiled, wondering not for the first time just what conversation they’d had this morning before we left the Imperial Royal Palace. However, much as I wanted to keep talking with them, I had work to do.

      “Why don’t you two wander around and see if there are any books you want?” I suggested. “I have a bit more work to do, but I’ll be free once I finish putting all these books away.”

      “Sure.” Kari tucked a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Lin and I will head up to the second floor and wait for you to finish.”

      “This princess would prefer not going up to the second floor,” Lin suddenly declared. “She hates using the stairs. They hurt her tail. She will remain down here.”

      Kari and I glanced at Lin, who looked at both of us with a haughty expression, as though daring us to challenge her words. However, when I thought about it, going up the stairs did sound like a challenge for a Lamia due to their snake-like lower bodies. I also wasn’t sure if the stairs could accommodate for her weight. Lamia weighed nearly six times more than a human.

      “In that case,” Kari began, “I suppose she and I will find a place to sit down here.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll find your table when I’m done with my work.”

      I began working again as Lin and Kari wandered off, the stack of books still in my hand. There were only four left: A Compendium of Old Legends, The Sacred Sword, Mjolner, and A Glorious Recantation. Fortunately, I knew where all these belonged.

      As I moved about the library, seeking out the aisles where these books should be placed, I felt many eyes on me. I tried to ignore them at first. However, it wasn’t long before the feeling of people drilling a hole through my head with their vision caused me to become irritated. I turned toward the source. However, I could only twitch when I realized that pretty much everyone in the library was staring at me. It wasn’t like I could yell at all of them.

      I sighed and turned back to my work as they talked behind my back.

      “Hey… was it just my imagination or does he know that snake-girl?”

      “It was not. They seemed to be very close. Did you hear how she called him ‘Darling’?”

      “And Princess Kari seems to be friends with her too. How come I’ve never heard of her being friends with a snake girl before?”

      “Lamia. That girl’s species is called a Lamia.”

      “Whatever.”

      I wondered if these people knew they weren’t being very quiet, but I didn’t care enough to ask them to keep it down. People would say whatever they wanted with little regard for the subject of their conversation. This happened everywhere. Nevaria. Midgard. Even the Dragons of the Misty Mountain Range were not immune to this sort of gossip.

      It didn’t take more than two minutes to return all the books to their rightful places. Once I was finished, I sought out Kari and Lin, who I discovered near the back of the library. I immediately sensed that something was off. Kari was frowning as she looked at Lin. Meanwhile, the Lamia girl appeared displeased by something as she glared at an open book on the table.

      “Is there a problem?” I asked as I walked up to them.

      “A problem?” Kari gave me an uncertain smile. “I suppose you could say that…”

      “This princess cannot understand these squiggles,” Lin declared.

      I paused and thought about that for a moment. “Do Lamia not understand the language of man?”

      The writing system for Nevaria was the same system used across the continent, which I found somewhat interesting since Nevaria was so far removed from the rest of the continent that no one living here even knew about the Northern Plains. It was assumed by Nevarians that we were the only group of humans left after the Great Catastrophe.

      “We use symbols to tell stories of our past,” Lin informed me.

      “You use a hieroglyph writing system?!” Kari suddenly exclaimed in excitement.

      Lin frowned at her. “This princess knows not what hieroglyphs are, but when we want to write something down, we use symbols and images that represent words. If we want to write about a snake, we draw a snake. A human? We draw a human. They are far easier to understand than these squiggles.”

      This was actually something I didn’t know, which I believed was because Kari and I never had time to study the Lamia’s written language in my previous life. We had been too busy just surviving. In either event, this did pose a small problem.

      “Kari…” I said, glancing at the golden-haired girl.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “It looks like we’ll need to teach Lin how to read and write.”

      Nodding, I went off and grabbed several sheets of parchment, a bottle of ink, and a quill, then came back and sat with Kari and Lin. Uncapping the bottle, I dipped my quill into the ink and tapped it against the lip to remove the excess liquid. Then I began writing down the alphabet.

      “Our writing system is based on a syllable system. The letters we write are formed to represent different syllables used when speaking. There are 15,831 syllables in our language and by combining these syllables together, we form words and sentences.”

      It took me quite some time to write down all 15,831 syllables and my hand felt like it was cramping by the time I was done. I had also used about 570 sheets of parchment. Fortunately, Lin did not seem averse to studying our language. In fact, she wore an expression of the utmost seriousness as she studied the syllables I had written down.

      Kari took over for me.

      “This is how we would spell your name,” she said, grabbing the quill and writing down Lin’s name. “Lin only has two syllables, ‘le’ and ‘in,’ so it’s very easy to write. My name also has two syllables. ‘Ka’ and ‘ri.’ Consequently, Eryk’s has two symbols as well. ‘Eir’ and ‘yk.’ This is how you spell our names.”

      Lin nodded as she watched Kari spell Lin’s name, her own name, and mine, then said, “This princess understands. Hmm… this form of writing seems a good deal more complicated than the one this princess is used to, but it appears easy enough to understand.”

      “It’s not very hard to learn.” Kari nodded several times. “The biggest problem is having to memorize all 15,831 syllables.”

      “That is a lot,” Lin agreed.

      “Anyway, let’s start simply by memorizing as many as possible and having you write them down.”

      Kari had more or less taken over the lesson by this point, meaning all I did was sit there and watch them. I didn’t mind this, however. As the two of them worked hard, one to learn the language and one to teach the language, I saw the bright smiles on their faces. The way Kari’s eyes would shine as she taught Lin was almost reminiscent of how she looked when she was teaching our daughter in my previous life. Lin’s face would also brighten whenever she successfully wrote down a syllable, which was represented as a series of lines that appeared similar to but different from runes.

      The sky began darkening at some point. I glanced out the window and saw the sun painting the sky in a variety of colors—red, orange, yellow, and purple—as it traveled behind the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      “Looks like I need to close up.” I stood up. “I’ll do this real quick.”

      The two of them told me they would wait for me, to which I nodded before beginning the task of closing the library. This mostly consisted of me traveling to tables where books were left out, putting those books away, cleaning the shelves and floor, and making sure everything was properly locked up. I finished all of my tasks in about an hour or so.

      My last task of the day was locking up the library. Once the door was locked, I turned to Kari and Lin, who stood about half a meter behind me.

      “I guess this means we should all head home,” I said, then looked at Kari. “I’m living in a new place. I bought a house a while back because my old place wasn’t big enough for me and Lin. It’s over this way.” I pointed north, which was in the opposite direction of the Imperial Royal Palace.

      “Oh…” Kari frowned for a moment, her shoulders slumping a little. “I suppose… yes, that makes sense. I guess it was weird to think you’d be returning with me to my home.”

      I scratched my head as she said this, making me realize she probably assumed Lin and I would be staying with her, but it wasn’t like we could leach off the Astralia Royal Family. What’s more, her home was on a mountain, which made it inconvenient to travel from. Still…

      “Do you want to see my house?” I asked. “It’s kind of small, but…”

      “You mean ‘our’ house,” Lin grumbled as she crossed her arms and puffed out her cheeks. “This princess lives there too.”

      Kari brightened. “I would love to.”

      The three of us walked down the street, which was still a little crowded as people who worked later in the day wandered about. Like earlier this morning, we received a lot of looks thanks to Lin, and even a few people ran away from us. However, Lin and Kari didn’t seem too bothered by those reactions anymore. I assumed they’d become desensitized to it by this point.

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

      As we turned a corner, a familiar figure flashed by us in my peripheral vision. I turned my head to find an old man with many wrinkles lining his face. He had slicked-back gray hair and wore a refined black tunic and pants. The tunic had long sleeves and he was wearing gloves. It was…

      “Bertrand?” I called out.

      At the sound of his name being called, Bertrand stopped what he was doing and turned to us. A look of relief entered his eyes as he walked over.

      “Young Master Eryk.” He bowed slightly, though his movements were more hurried and less refined than usual. “I am glad I found you.”

      “Isn’t this the old man who greeted you at the front door to that big house?” asked Lin.

      “This is Bertrand,” I introduced. “He’s a branch member of the Valstine Family and serves the main house as their butler. Anyway, what’s wrong? You seem anxious. What are you doing out here?”

      Bertrand did indeed look anxious. His face was lined with worry, his eyes seemed to be shaking, and his normally crisp and clean uniform was covered in dirt. I could only imagine what he’d been doing.

      “I need your help,” the man said. “Lady Fay went out for a walk early this morning after you all left and never returned.”

      “You mean she’s missing?” I asked as a jolt raced through my heart. Behind me, Kari gasped.

      “Indeed.” Bertrand gave me a grave nod. “While Lady Fay has always been the type to wander off on her own, she always returns at the end of the day. But she hasn’t returned. Lord Valstine has grown worried and tasked me and several other servants with searching for her… but we haven’t had any luck.”

      “Nevaria is a large city.” Kari stepped forward. “Searching the entire city is not going to be an easy task.” She turned to look at me. “I will head over to the nearest Nevarian Spiritualist barracks and inform them that Fay is missing. If we use my authority, I can put out a city-wide search.”

      “In the meantime, I am going to check out the places where I believe Fay might have gone. I know which places she frequents. I even have a hunch I know where she might be,” I said.

      Kari nodded. “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

      “Same with me,” I said.

      “Thank you. Both of you.” Bertrand bowed low to us. “Please find Lady Fay for us. The entire Valstine Family will be in your debt if you do.”

      “Neither myself nor Eryk are doing this to have your family in our debt,” Kari said. “I’m doing this for Fay.”

      “I see.” Bertrand straightened up, smiling in a way that said he probably understood why Kari was willing to go this far. “Even if you are not doing this for the Valstine Family, if you can find her, we will still be grateful.”

      Kari sighed but she didn’t offer a rebuttal. The most important issue for us to deal with right now was finding Fay.

      As the four of us split up—Lin traveling with me—my mind turned over with worry. I hoped Fay was all right.
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      My first stop after learning that Fay was missing was the south gate, which was the gate Fay and I used to reach our training ground. Even our latest training ground was more easily accessible via this gate than the north or west gates.

      It sucked that it took so long to reach. Nevaria was a massive city that spanned who knew how many dozens of kilometers. I had no idea of the city’s actual diameter, but you couldn’t travel from one side to the other in a day by walking. Even a carriage ride would take at least twelve hours to travel from the north gate to the south gate.

      It was nearly dark by the time we arrived.

      As Lin and I arrived at the gate, the two guards, who were in the process of closing the gate, paused at our approach. Their eyes quickly widened when they caught sight of Lin. However, I had no intention of letting them act surprised or draw their blades.

      “Excuse me,” I said, stopping in front of them. “Have either of you seen a girl with long red hair and green eyes walk through these gates? She’d be about this tall and very pretty.”

      “Uh…”

      The two Nevarian Spiritualists tore their gazes away from Lin and looked at me, then at each other, and then at me again.

      “Did we see someone who looked like that?” the one in front of me questioned himself with furrowed brows.

      “Ah!” The other one, a young woman with light blonde hair, suddenly made an exclamation that caused me to turn toward her. “We did! It was about… I want to say four hours ago. We had just gotten on our shift when she walked past these gates. Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah.” The man nodded. “I do remember that.”

      “Did she ever come back?” I asked.

      Glancing at each other once more, the two Nevarian Spiritualists frowned as they searched their memories. I waited, tapping my foot against the ground as I tried to contain my impatience. If something happened to Fay while these two were deliberating…

      “I don’t recall seeing her return,” the woman said.

      The man shook his head. “Me neither.”

      “Could I ask you to wait for a little while before closing these gates?” I made my request. “The girl who passed through here is Fay Valstine, a member of the Valstine Family and a good friend of mine.”

      “A good friend… wait.” The man’s eyes widened. “I recognize you! You’re Eryk Veiger!”

      “Uh…” It took me a second to respond. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I saw you in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament the other day!” the man exclaimed in surprise and awe. His eyes were shining like beacons, and it was honestly a bit frightening. “You were amazing! I’ve never seen such an incredible display of Spiritualism in my entire life! You’re so strong! I’m a big fan of yours!”

      “Er…” I wasn’t sure how to respond. I had fans? I mean, I guess that… made sense. Kind of. Kari had fans back in my previous life. I even remembered hearing about how someone proposed to make a Kari Fan Club Sect back in Midgard, though I wasn’t sure how true those rumors had been.

      “You seem to understand Darling’s greatness,” Lin finally spoke up, puffing up her small chest.

      “The snake talks!” the woman exclaimed in shock.

      Lin revealed her sharp canines as she glared at the woman. “This princess isn’t a snake! She is a Lamia!”

      “Anyway,” I tried to get us back on track, “Fay Valstine never returned home, and you said she hasn’t come back through these gates. Would you mind not closing them until I come back?”

      “Well…” The two Nevarian Spiritualists once more glanced in each other’s direction as though asking the other for advice. I frowned at them, but then the man looked back at me. “I… suppose we could leave the gates open for a little while longer, but be quick about it. We won’t be able to keep them open for more than half an hour.”

      “Half an hour is fine,” I said before turning to Lin. “Could you wait here, Lin? It will be faster if I travel on my own.”

      Lin looked like she wanted to protest, but then she sighed and nodded. “This princess will wait for you to return.”

      I hesitated for a second, then reached out and grabbed her hand. She had very small hands. Despite looking a little rough perhaps due to her darker skin tone, they were astonishingly soft, though they were also a little cold.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Lin’s dark face grew several shades darker. “T-this princess is only doing what you asked her to because you are her husband! D-do not make this out to be such a big deal!”

      Seeing her get so embarrassed almost made me smile, but I couldn’t bring myself to with our current situation. I let go of her hand and took a step back. The two Nevarian Spiritualists were looking at us like we’d just broadsided them, but I paid neither of them any mind as I vanished within a Flash Step.

      The Flash Step was a technique I had created to cover long distances in as few steps as possible as quickly as possible. This meant that to really be considered proficient with the Flash Step, a Spiritualist needed to be able to consistently use it without stopping to travel. Only being able to take one or two steps with it wasn’t enough to be considered even an intermediate user of it.

      I crossed the distance between the south gate and the training ground Fay and I used within two minutes. When I arrived, I could already tell that something had happened. The ground had scorch marks, there was a large crater, and the scent of burning ozone filled my nostrils.

      “There was a battle…”

      Closing my eyes, I took a calming breath and used Spiritual Perception. The world around me faded away as I narrowed my focus. Small lights danced within my mind’s eye before I opened my eyes and glanced at the clearing.

      My sense of vision had changed.

      Most of the world now appeared before me as shades of gray, which varied in brightness based on shadows and lighting. However, several sections of this world possessed color. There were three predominant colors around me: Red, green, and bluish yellow.

      Red was the most prominent. Fay had a fire affinity. As I looked around the clearing, I noticed the sections that seemed to possess more red than anything else.

      “It looks like there was another fire user here,” I muttered as I traced several lines of red Spiritual Residue. “This fire user was the one who showed up first.” I glanced at the crater, from which green miasma wafted. “The wind user was the next to show up, and then…” I frowned at the ground. Kneeling, I placed my hand against the ground, which had a very light layer of bluish yellow covering it like a soft carpet. “They had a lightning user.”

      During Fay’s battle against Finn in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, her opponent had discovered a method of stopping her from using the Flash Step. I hadn’t taught her the counter methods yet since she’d only just begun learning this technique. It looked like someone had used her inability to counter such a maneuver to their advantage.

      “So there were three Spiritualists who attacked Fay…”

      I stood up and glanced around, quickly spotting the trail of Spiritual Residue left over from the battle. It looked like everyone had been using their Spiritual Aura. There wouldn’t be so much residue otherwise.

      Moving along, I followed the trail of Spiritual Residue until I reached another clearing centered around a massive crater. There was a lot of Spiritual Residue in this area. Green and red mixed together, forming a murky brown color. As I gazed at the area, which looked like it had been hit by a massive explosion, I tried to deduce what happened.

      “There’s a bit of bluish yellow mixed in here.” I wetted my lips as I walked around the crater. “It looks like the lightning user was standing right here. Fay knew she couldn’t retreat if someone was stopping her from using the Flash Step, so she sought to take out the lightning affinity Spiritualist first. However, either some time before or after she took care of the lightning user, the two other Spiritualists combined their Spiritual Techniques to create a powerful explosion that destroyed this area.”

      I didn’t know what had happened to Fay, whether she’d been knocked unconscious after this or was still awake, but I knew that she had been taken by her attackers.

      And I already had a number one suspect.

      After learning what I could from the battle site, I returned to the gate using the Flash Step. While the two Nevarian Spiritualists gave shocked exclamations of surprise, Lin stared at me with a frown, then spoke.

      “You did not find her?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “It looks like Fay was ambushed and kidnapped by three Spiritualists.” I glanced at the two guards. “You two wouldn’t happen to know if Grant Leucht also passed through this gate, would you?”

      “You mean your first opponent during the tournament?” The man tilted his head, then shook it. “No, he didn’t come through here.”

      “Which means he probably entered through another gate,” I muttered with a frown. Resisting the urge to sigh, I directed a short bow to the two Nevarian Spiritualists. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      “Oh, no!” The man waved his arms back and forth as an embarrassed blush spread across his face. “Think nothing of it! I’m happy I was able to be of assistance to you!”

      “If you believe this Fay Valstine has been kidnapped, I recommend heading to the nearby Nevarian Spiritualist barracks,” the woman suggested. “We take kidnapping cases very seriously, so they will assist you.”

      “I’m actually going to meet with Kari—I mean, with Princess Kari,” I said. “She should already be talking to the Nevarian Spiritualists. Lin?”

      “This princess is coming,” Lin said as she slithered over to me.

      The two of us walked off. We turned onto one of the main avenues in the southern district of Nevaria and then continued moving. My goal was the Nevarian Spiritualist barracks located in the northern district. I was hoping Kari would be there.

      “What should we do now?” asked Lin.

      “For now, all we can do is meet up with Kari and see if she learned anything,” I said with an empty smile. I prayed in my heart that nothing bad had happened to Fay, but if what I suspected happened was true, then she was in grave danger and we were in a race against time.
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      Seeing how I had never studied Nevaria’s military structure, I only knew the basics about the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard, which meant I didn’t know how many barracks and headquarters there were. That said, I at least knew where the one in the northern district was.

      The Nevarian Spiritualist barracks was a two-story structure made of stone and wood. Floor one was made of stones held together by resin, while floor two was wooden. The gabled roof was made of wooden shingles. It was not a particularly extravagant building, nor did it look all that impressive, but it did appear functional. It was surrounded by a high wall with a gate to keep people from just wandering through.

      I wandered up to the gate with Lin at my side. The young woman decked out in the leather armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist looked at my companion like she was staring at a Hydra—an A-Rank Demon Beast with three heads. I sighed and snapped in her face.

      “Is Princess Kari at this barracks?” I asked.

      “Princess Kari?” The woman blinked several times, then her eyes flashed. “You’re Eryk Veiger!” She coughed into her hand, adjusted her armor, and smoothed out her pleated skirt before looking back at me. Her cheeks were stained red. “Yes, Princess Kari is currently speaking with Commander Dante. We were told that you and your… companion… were to be led to the commander’s office if you showed up.”

      I did not appreciate the way she looked at Lin, nor the way she said “companion” as if it was an insult, but we didn’t have time to argue. Relying on my experience from my previous life as a former sect leader, albeit a figurehead, I commanded her to take us to the commander’s office.

      The Nevarian Spiritualist led us through the gate and up to the wooden front door. She held the door open for myself and Lin, though I think she was surprised by how long she had to hold it open. Lin did have a six-meter-long snake tail. Once we entered the main foyer, where several more Nevarian Spiritualists were staring at Lin like she was something to be feared, we were led to the second floor, down a stone corridor, and stopped in front of a door without any adornments.

      “Commander Dante?” The Nevarian Spiritualist called out as she knocked. “Eryk Veiger and his, uh, companion have arrived.”

      I twitched again at how she hesitated when she said “companion.” The more people responded to Lin with negativity, the redder my vision became. It had only been one day and I was already sick of this. It was too bad a voice spoke up from the other side before I could reprimand this woman.

      “Send them in,” I recognized Dante’s voice.

      The Nevarian Spiritualist opened the door and gestured toward us. “Please go on in.”

      “Thank you.”

      I paid the woman no more attention as Lin and I walked through the door, entering a large room that looked like a combination of office and war council chamber. Most of the room was taken up by weapon racks and shelves. Near the back was a small desk with a stack of papers on it, while in the center was a table, which several people were already surrounding.

      I only recognized Dante, Kari, and Hellen Brynhild. There were three others whom I didn’t recognize, but all of them wore gleaming steel chest plates, vambraces, and greaves, which meant they were captains of the Nevarian Spiritualists.

      “You two have arrived, I see,” Dante said as he stood beside Kari. His silver armor with gold accents was far more extravagant than anyone else’s, making me realize it was the armor worn only by a Nevarian Spiritualist Commander. “I’m glad you’re here. Kari has already informed me about Fay’s disappearance. We’ve gotten in touch with the Valstines and are trying to get whatever information we can out of them. However…”

      “You haven’t discovered anything new,” I said as Lin and I came to stand beside Kari.

      “Pretty much.”

      “I just got back from the south gate,” I told them. “Fay did pass through there a few hours ago, but she never returned. She and I used a clearing past the gate as a training ground. When I arrived, the clearing possessed scorch marks from a fire affinity Spiritualist and craters from a wind affinity Spiritualist. There was also evidence of a lightning affinity Spiritualist present. Fay was already gone, but I was able to discover that she had been ambushed by three Spiritualists and kidnapped.”

      Kari gasped and clamped a hand over her mouth, her eyes welling up as she thought about her friend. I could easily figure out how worried she was. Dante, on the other hand, was cupping his chin and giving off a serious vibe that I’d only seen on him during the Honor Duel between me and Albert.

      “So she has been taken,” he sighed. “That’s a big problem. However, an even bigger problem is the lack of suspects…”

      “We have a suspect,” I interrupted, causing Dante and everyone else to look at me.

      “We do?” Hellen questioned.

      I nodded. “I wasn’t able to confirm it yet, but I believe if you talk to someone who was guarding the north or west gate, you’ll discover that Grant Leucht passed through one of them.”

      “Grant?” Kari’s eyes widened before she clenched her hands into fists. Her eyes became dark as she peeled her lips back to reveal clenched teeth. Her voice was grating as she asked, “You think he kidnapped her?”

      “I don’t think. I know he kidnapped her,” I answered. “I have an ability called Spiritual Perception, which allows me to detect Spiritual Power and the Spiritual Residue left over when a Spiritual Technique is used. Not only does this let me see other people’s Spiritual Power, but I can memorize the unique signature of their Spiritual Power. I can say with complete certainty that Grant Leucht was at the scene when Fay was kidnapped.”

      Everyone remained still as they absorbed my words. I could tell not all of them believed me. The three captains who I didn’t recognize looked skeptical, but Hellen, Dante, and Kari seemed to accept my words as fact. Kari, in particular, was the most expressive. Her face was a combination of anger, anguish, and determination.

      “We’ll need to confirm whether or not this is true,” Dante said at last. “Give us half an hour to send some people to the north and west gates so we can get confirmation. If what you say is true, then we’ll have justification to search the Leucht Manor.”

      I shook my head at his words. “Grant Leucht won’t be at the Leucht Manor. I’ve already checked using Spiritual Perception, and neither he nor Fay are in Nevaria. I suspect they took a carriage out of the city.” I straightened my back and stared at Dante. “If we wait for confirmation, it may be too late to do anything. That is why I would like you to give me information on any estates the Leucht Family may have outside of the city.”

      Everyone was staring at me as I kept my eyes on Dante, who was studying me with an unusually solemn expression.

      “Let’s say I did let you know where the Leucht Family’s private villa is located,” he began. “What would you do?”

      “I would head there immediately.”

      “Immediately, huh?” Dante chuckled a bit before growing serious once more. “And, what if, upon arriving there, you discover that Fay really has been kidnapped? What will you do?”

      I knew what he was really asking. Dante was asking me if I would take Grant into custody or kill him. As a Nevarian Spiritualist, his job was to uphold the law. While there were crimes that warranted the death sentence, the crime of kidnapping would, at most, deliver someone a life sentence in prison.

      “I believe you already know what I’ll do if I find out he kidnapped Fay,” I said. Perhaps it was the quiet sincerity in my voice, but everyone shifted as though uncomfortable.

      “What you are suggesting we do would be breaking the law,” one of the captains I didn’t know said. He was a stern-looking man with a face that appeared to have been carved from stone and a mustache that reminded me of a pair of caterpillars.

      I shrugged. “If Grant Leucht kidnapped Fay, then he has already broken several laws. Laws were meant to be put in place for people to follow, and Nevarian Spiritualists are supposed to make sure people uphold the law. If someone breaks the law, then you, someone meant to apprehend criminals, are no longer obligated to follow it if doing so would mean letting a vile criminal escape justice.”

      “That form of argument is pure sophistry!” the captain snapped. “If those who uphold the law go about breaking it, then we cannot expect our citizens to follow it themselves.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you.” After listening to this man talk, I decided he wasn’t worth talking to and turned back to Dante. “Tell me where the Leucht Family’s estate outside of the city is.”

      Dante gave me a hard stare, but I stared right back at him. Spiritual Power started leaking from my body, distorting the air around me and letting me know that I was far more worked up than I thought. I imagined what Fay must be experiencing right now while I stood there doing nothing. The images my mind conjured were enough to leave me with indescribable feelings of rage and helplessness.

      “Father… please…” Kari reached out and grabbed Dante’s sleeve, visible between the joints in his armor. He took one look at her, at the teary blue eyes staring at him, then he sighed.

      “All right,” he relented. “Given what’s happened, I am aware that we would be too late to rescue Fay if we didn’t act decisively. I will let you know where the Leucht Family’s private villa is. In return, you will allow a squadron of Nevarian Spiritualists led by Hellen Brynhild to journey with you and apprehend Grant Leucht.”

      I understood by how Dante emphasized the word “apprehend” that he was telling me not to kill Grant. Truth be told, I wanted nothing more than to murder the boy, but I also knew that now wasn’t the time to let myself get caught up in my own emotions. More important than killing Grant was rescuing Fay before something irreversible happened to her.

      I could kill Grant later. In the worst-case scenario, I would simply assassinate him after he was sent to jail. It wouldn’t be hard to make his murder look like a suicide.

      Dante was still staring at me silently, waiting for my response, as was everyone else. Kari was biting her lip, her expressive blue eyes gazing into mine. Beside her was Lin. The Lamia was the calmest of the bunch, but that was because she wasn’t as close to Fay as Kari was.

      “I understand,” I said. “However, I would like to add another stipulation to this.”

      “And that is?” asked Dante.

      “That Kari also comes with me.”

      While everyone else gave me stunned looks, Dante and Hellen looked the most shocked. Their eyes had grown considerably wider. That said, I wasn’t looking at them. I had been staring at Kari as I spoke. Her wide, expressive eyes conveyed her surprise, but that look left as my words settled in. Her pink lips trembled for a moment before she began smiling at me.

      “This is also nonnegotiable,” I said. “If you don’t agree to let her come with me, I won’t agree, and if you decide not to give me the location of the Leucht Family estate, I will just storm their manor here and pry the location from their mouths.”

      I glanced at all the people present, staring at them with the coldest look I could muster as a seventeen-year-old boy. I wasn’t sure how effective such a glare could be. However, the three captains whose names I didn’t know looked away. The only ones who could hold my gaze were Dante and Hellen.

      “I can’t believe I’m receiving orders from a child,” Dante grumbled.

      “Sir!” The stern-faced captain exclaimed in shock. “You can’t possibly mean you plan on doing as this boy says?!”

      “I do.” Dante wore an amused and exasperated smile. “I will allow Kari to go with you.” The smile vanished as his face hardened into something resembling cold steel. “However, should something happen to her…”

      “Nothing will happen to her,” I declared.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Dante told me.

      Since Dante had made up his mind, there was nothing anyone else could say against it. Not only was he the commander of the Nevarian Spiritualists (vice-commander, I found out later), he was also Empress Hilda’s third husband. His words were law.

      With the decision to leave for the Leucht Family estate underway, a plan was made to expedite what looked like it was becoming more and more of a rescue operation. Under Dante’s command, Hellen put together a squadron of Nevarian Spiritualists, which consisted of four people, including her. She told me that squadrons normally consisted of six people, but since Kari and I were going, they were only bringing along four.

      Once everyone who would be taking part in this operation arrived, we were directed toward the stables.

      Several Mares had already been prepared. There were six, but when I mentioned that I didn’t know how to ride a Mare, everyone had given me a look like I’d said something weird. That was when Kari suggested I ride with her. No one objected, and the sixth Mare was led back into the stable.

      “I suppose I don’t need to tell any of you what your mission is,” Dante said. “Come back safely.”

      I had a feeling he was talking primarily to Kari.

      “We will,” she said.

      As Kari was speaking to Dante, Lin slithered up to me, her hands clasped in front of her and trembling. I had the feeling that she wasn’t pleased to be left out of this mission. That said, she at least seemed to understand why I was not letting her come with us. She couldn’t travel as swiftly as a Mare. If she came along, it would slow us down.

      “This princess… she will wait for you and Big Sister to return,” Lin said in a soft, helpless voice.

      I was silent for a moment, unable to reply. What should I say at a time like this?

      As I looked at Lin, I realized that maybe, probably, words weren’t quite necessary. There were times when actions spoke louder than words.

      Before Lin could respond, I leaned over and placed a kiss on her cheek. It was no more than a simple peck, but Lin’s eyes went wide at my actions.

      “I’ll come back soon,” I said.

      With her cheeks growing darker, Lin looked down and nodded once. “This princess will be waiting for you.”

      I walked back to Kari and noticed Dante giving me a look that made me kind of want to punch him in the face. I wasn’t a fan of his skeezy smile. That said, there were more important things to do, like rescue Fay.

      Everyone climbed onto their Mares. Kari had to help me up because I’d never done this before, and then she climbed on as well. Since I was taller than her, she was riding in front, and I was going to hold her waist from behind so I wouldn’t fall off. Hellen and the other three Nevarian Spiritualists were already on their Mares.

      “Line up in formation and follow me!” Hellen commanded before she cracked her reigns.

      All five Mares neighed as everyone else cracked their reigns as well, bringing them into a swift gallop. We soon left the Nevarian Spiritualist headquarters. The streets passed by in a blur as our Mares trotted quickly through the city streets, reaching the eastern gate within nearly half an hour. That seemed like a long time, but it took a lot longer to cross this distance on foot since Nevaria was such a large city.

      The gate was closed when we arrived. It was much larger than the north, west, and south gates. Perhaps because this one was the most used. There were a lot of farmlands past this point. Many farmers came through here daily to sell their produce and wool. Standing before us like an imposing giant, all I could do was look up at the watchtowers on either side, which must have been at least six or seven stories tall.

      Hellen presented a pair of guards with a sheet of parchment, an order that Dante had written before we left, which granted us access to leave the city. The guard who it was shown to responded quickly. He blew on a whistle. I guessed that was to alert the person in charge of opening and closing the gates because, barely a second later, a loud cranking sound echoed around us as the gate slowly opened.

      When the gate opened all the way, Hellen gave the command.

      “Let’s move out!”

      And thus, the mission to rescue Fay was officially underway.
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      I’d never ridden on a Mare before. It wasn’t just because Mares were only located on the western side of the continent; the fact was that outside of carriages, the only thing I’d ridden on was a flying Demon Beast called a Qilin and that was more just me hanging on for dear life. That said, riding on a Mare was a rather interesting experience. I was sure my butt would remember the pain of being bounced against hard leather for years to come.

      Of course, it wasn’t all bad. If nothing else, the view was nice.

      I sat behind Kari as our forces galloped across the open plains, following a road that had very few turns. It was practically a straight shot forward. There wasn’t much to see around us either. These plains had a few trees and some plantations and farms located further out, but that was about it. We wouldn’t reach any of the other mountains and forests until we were at least a few hundred kilometers away.

      It wasn’t the view of our surroundings that interested me.

      It was the way Kari’s breasts bounced within the confines of her clothing.

      The outfit Kari wore was something she had changed into for this mission. The shirt was made from something sturdier than silk but softer than wool. It had long sleeves and vaguely resembled a dress, but I think it stopped too high up her knees to really be called a dress. The shirt was a combination of blue and white. Meanwhile, she had black tights and brown boots that went past her knees, finishing the ensemble.

      Her ranseur was resting on a holster attached to the Mare’s flank.

      While the outfit was certainly eye-catching on her, it was the fact that she wasn’t wearing a chestplate that really got to me. Technically speaking, she didn’t need a chestplate. Her Spiritual Aura was powerful enough to protect her from being injured by anything less than an A-Rank Spiritual Technique, but Spiritualists, especially women, often wore them because they did a great job of confining their breasts. Since she was not wearing either a chestplate or breast bindings, hers were bouncing all over the place.

      It had to be uncomfortable, but I had nothing to complain about.

      “Eryk?” Kari called out to me. Her soft voice was hard to hear, but I still picked it up.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you for convincing Father to let me come with you.”

      I tightened my hold around her waist. “Fay is your friend too, right? There was no way I could let you stay in Nevaria when your friend is in danger. If I was in your place and they forced me to stay behind, I would have gone insane.” I knew it was a bit inappropriate given our circumstances, but I leaned over and set my chin on her shoulder. “Besides, we still need to talk to Fay, you and me, so we can resolve the drama happening between us.”

      “Right!” Kari responded with an enthusiastic nod.

      We continued riding.

      Being one of the most powerful families in Nevaria, I suppose it was only natural for the Leucht Family to have their own private villa in the countryside. The city was the seat of Nevaria’s power. However, the city was also congested with what I guessed was several million people. It was only natural that a family like theirs would invest in a more private residence.

      So, yes, I expected the place where Fay had been taken to be an out-of-the-way manor far from civilization.

      What I did not expect was the location of the manor.

      I stared at the mountain pass before me with a sense of complete disbelief. It was a twenty-meter-wide path set between two cliffs, and it was the only way to reach the Leucht Family manor, according to Hellen. The craggy surfaces were quite familiar to me. While it had been a long time since I’d been to this place, there was no way I could forget it.

      This was the place where Kari and I had gathered survivors of Nevaria after the Demon Beast Invasion.

      The dying screams of the civilians and Nevarian Spiritualists who had followed me to this place in my previous life still haunted my dreams sometimes.

      “Eryk? What is wrong?”

      I took a deep breath as Kari’s voice penetrated my ears. Reigning in the guilt that I had long since buried, I squeezed her waist.

      “Nothing. I was just… remembering something unpleasant.”

      Kari didn’t look like she believed me, but Hellen kept her from saying anything. The broad-shouldered woman directed her Mare to turn around and eyed all of us.

      “We’ll have to be careful from here on out,” she said. “The Leucht Family is still located in Nevaria, so I do not believe they will have a heavy guard, but we should be cautious nonetheless.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” the three Nevarian Spiritualists responded. Kari and I said nothing. However, Hellen took our silence as an acknowledgment of her orders.

      We proceeded more cautiously as we entered the mountain pass, moving at a pace that made me want to grind my teeth. I knew we were just being careful. That only made me frustrated, however. Every second we spent sludging through this pass was another second in which Fay might be undergoing unspeakable horrors at the hands of Grant. The thought was enough to make my stomach churn.

      I was never more grateful than when we emerged from the mountain pass. The Leucht Family estate was about one hundred meters away, nestled snugly against a large mountain. That mountain was part of the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      The estate looked the same as I remembered it; a walled-off fortress with impressively sized walls for a single manor and archer towers next to the main entrance. Beyond that was the mansion itself, a two-story structure that, while not tall, was still very large, wide, and long as it sat against the mountain’s base. Columns and flying buttresses decorated it. I couldn’t see much from here because of the walls, but if I enhanced my vision with Spiritual Power, I could just barely make out the glass windows.

      There didn’t seem to be any guards at the front entrance.

      “Let’s move,” Hellen said. “But move cautiously.”

      The slow crawl we moved at when the mansion was right there pissed me off. I gritted my teeth and struggled not to just hop off Kari’s Mare and use the Flash Step. When we finally reached the walls, we dismounted the Mares and wandered up to the gate. Then, with far more caution than I believed this warranted, we peered around the corner and looked at the villa entrance.

      Only two people were guarding it. One of them was a mountainous man with bulging muscles, a rusted iron chestplate, and a massive war hammer resting on his shoulder. The other was a woman. She was slighter than her companion, had russet-colored long hair, and was wearing similarly rusted armor. I didn’t know them. That said, it didn’t matter.

      “I wonder why there are only two guards here,” one of the Nevarian Spiritualists muttered. I think his name was Mathius… or something, but I honestly hadn’t been paying attention when he was introduced.

      “It’s probably because this kidnapping was a covert action,” Hellen said quietly. “This mansion doesn’t have Spiritualists guarding it all the time. That would be a waste of manpower.”

      “That isn’t it,” I said. “It’s because Grant Leucht acted on his own.”

      “How can you tell?” asked Kari.

      “Because the Leucht Family hasn’t remained in power by being stupid,” I replied. “Anyone with a modicum of intelligence would know that kidnapping a noble is a terrible idea. Even the Leucht Family would not be able to get away with kidnapping a noble unscathed. It’s even worse for them because I just won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament and Fay is close to me. Never mind having their assets seized and their reputation ruined, they would be lucky to get away with their lives intact.”

      I wasn’t talking about bringing them to justice, of course. I was talking about killing them. If they had played a role in Fay’s kidnapping, I would murder every single one of them.

      “Since it looks like there aren’t any more guards here, I’m going in,” I informed Hellen as I stepped into the entrance.

      “Wait. What?! Eryk, don’t—”

      But it was already too late. I walked through the entrance and strolled forward. The two guards had seen me, and they both gawked at me like they couldn’t understand what another living creature was doing there. They were so shocked neither of them even readied their weapons.

      That would be their final mistake.
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      Kari grabbed her ranseur and rushed out from behind the gate entrance before Hellen or the other Nevarian Spiritualists could. Her heart hammered in her chest, beating frantically as she raced out to see Eryk already walking toward the two surprised Spiritualists, who had the appearance of mercenaries.

      She wanted to say something to him.

      She couldn’t.

      Her throat had closed up.

      In the time it took for Kari’s brain to restart, Eryk had already disappeared. She’d seen his Flash Step during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. However, seeing it up close was a wholly different experience. All Kari could do was gawk as the Eryk in front of her suddenly vanished and a new one appeared right next to the female Spiritualist.

      The woman’s reaction was impressive. She managed to unsheathe her rapier. However, that was all she managed to do.

      At that moment, Eryk hopped onto one foot and raised his leg. The leg was wreathed with crackling lightning. It glowed a bright, pale blue as sparks skittered along the limb like a thousand snakes slithering across the ground. Eryk brought that leg back and launched it at the woman in a powerful kick.

      The armor she wore shattered. Kari thought she saw a surprised look on the woman’s face, but it honestly might have been her imagination. Not even a second had passed before the woman flew off her feet and slammed into a column. The column collapsed as she plowed straight through it, her body continuing to sail through the area before it struck the wall, which crumbled around her. Kari lost sight of the woman as she became buried underneath a pile of debris. Only her legs were sticking out.

      “You bastard!!!”

      While Eryk had been delivering a swift and decisive blow to the lady mercenary, the hulking man had raised his war hammer above his head. His face was an enraged red as he screamed at Eryk and brought his hammer down. Kari wanted to scream out a warning. She wanted to let Eryk know he was in danger.

      Except there was no need.

      The man’s war hammer went straight through Eryk’s body as if he wasn’t even there, as if he were a ghost. Striking the ground instead of a person, the war hammer unleashed a powerful shockwave as it cracked and dented the ground.

      “What the—?”

      At that exact moment, just as the man finally seemed to realize his prey hadn’t been crushed into a bloody pulp, Eryk appeared above him, descending from the sky like a winged Demon Beast. His fist was wreathed in lightning like his leg had been just seconds ago. He pulled it back toward his head, then unleashed a furious roar as he thrust it out.

      The entire area became bathed in a light so bright that Kari had to close her eyes. Even with her eyes shut, she could still see how bright it was behind her eyelids, forcing her to cover them with her hands. A powerful howling sound pierced the air around her. With her vision completely blocked, that sound and the sensation of incredibly fierce winds slamming into her body were all she had to go on to figure out what was happening.

      When the winds finally died down, Kari opened her eyes, only to gawk at the sight that lay before her.

      A massive crater at least ten meters wide stretched out in front of her. She walked over on unsteady feet and looked down, seeing nothing but malformed rocks. The mercenary Eryk had attacked was gone. What happened to him? Was he still alive? Had he been completely vaporized? Kari didn’t know, but at that moment, the sound of footsteps caused her attention to shift.

      Eryk was walking toward the estate, his pace swift as he held out his hand and unleashed a powerful beam of compressed lightning, which struck the door and made it explode. It didn’t just blow up the door, though. A gaping hole about two times larger than the door now stood in its place.

      Kari shivered just a little as Eryk walked into the estate, but then she followed after him quickly.

      Eryk had stopped in the middle of a large foyer with a good deal of ostentatious decorations. Her boots tapped against the marble floor as she walked up to him. Looking at him from his profile, she could see that his eyes were closed.

      “Eryk?”

      Seconds after she called his name, Eryk opened his eyes.

      “Fay is this way,” he said before traveling up the stairs.

      Kari could do nothing but follow him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Fay’s body and mind felt sluggish as she woke up like she was wading through half a meter of deep mud. She couldn’t properly focus on anything. Every thought she had slipped away from her before it fully formed, leaving her in a constant state of befuddlement.

      The feeling slowly faded and clarity returned as she became more awake. However, her body still felt slow. Just opening her eyes was a task in and of itself.

      An unfamiliar ceiling met her vision. It was made of plaster, a substance that was rarely used and something only the wealthy could afford. Turning her head with great effort, she eyed the room she was in. Expensive furnishings dotted the carpet. Extravagant paintings hung from canvases on the wall. This place was so opulent that even Fay, who belonged to a noble family, felt uncomfortable.

      Where was this place?

      How had she gotten here?

      As these questions flitted through her mind, the door suddenly swung open and someone walked in. Fay felt her blood run cold.

      “You…”

      The person who walked in had blond hair, blue eyes, and broad shoulders. He wasn’t wearing his normal clothes anymore, having swapped them out for an expensive white bathrobe. However, even in different clothing, Fay could never mistake who this man was.

      From the moment Grant entered the room, Fay’s memories returned, allowing her to recall the ambush, the fight, and how she’d been rendered unconscious by a powerful Spiritual Technique. She deduced that after defeating her, they had taken her to this place, wherever it was.

      “I see you are finally awake,” Grant said.

      “What… what…?” Fay tried to speak, but she could only get a few words out.

      “I’m surprised you can even produce a sound.” Grant sneered as he walked further into the room, shutting the door behind him. “I pumped you full of drugs to keep you unconscious. You should still be feeling sluggish even now. It will take at least another day for you to fully recover.”

      Fay tried to move, but Grant was right, her body did feel really sluggish. That wasn’t the only issue, however. She didn’t realize it until now, but her arms and legs had been tied to the bed. Her arms were raised above her head, while her legs were spread eagle and tied to either corner. Tears leaked from her eyes as she realized how shameful her position was.

      Grant’s eyes gleamed when he saw her tears. It was like he took pleasure in her suffering.

      “I’m glad you’re finally awake, though.” He walked up to the bed and touched her bare foot. Fay shivered in disgust, but that just seemed to make him happier. His eyes were practically glowing with insanity now. “You don’t know how hard it was to hold myself back. I actually briefly considered taking you while you were unconscious, but it wouldn’t be very satisfying if you were asleep. I want you to remember who took your virginity.”

      Fay could barely move. The drugs flowing through her made it so her body felt like it was made of iron. She tried, she struggled, but it was no use.

      Grant grinned as he removed his hand and undid the sash on his robe, then slid the bathrobe off his shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Now completely naked, he climbed onto the bed, which creaked and shifted beneath him, and crawled between her spread legs.

      “No…” Fay murmured, but that was all she could say.

      “I’m going to have so much fun breaking you,” he said as he reached for her shorts. She tried to struggle some more, but her body wouldn’t move as she wanted it to, and it wasn’t long before his hands had grabbed her shorts. It looked like he was prepared to simply tear them off. “That’s the look I want! Yes! That look right there! Keep giving me that look!”

      “D-don’t…”

      Fay’s eyes stung and became blurry as tears of shame ran down her cheeks. She couldn’t believe this was happening to her, couldn’t believe her first time was going to be stolen by the man she hated more than anyone else. Worse than that, however, was the feeling of helplessness. She hated that she couldn’t do anything, hated that she was so weak. This feeling of weakness and shame was enough to make her vomit blood.

      “Stop…”

      “Oh… yes,” Grant murmured as he began tearing her shorts off. A loud ripping sound echoed through the room. Now her shorts were gone, leaving her in just her underwear, stockings, shirt, and vest. “This is exactly what I want. This is—”

      Just as Grant’s mad raving was beginning again, a massive explosion ripped through the air and caused the room they were in to rumble. A bright light exploded outside, visible through the window, which shattered soon after simply from the sound vibrations. Grant was so shocked by what happened that he fell off the bed.

      “What the hell?!” He shot to his feet. “What is going on here?! What was that?!”

      Fay didn’t know what was happening either, but a strange hope rose within her chest. As if to give her hope wings, the thudding of footsteps echoing from somewhere inside the mansion grew louder before, with explosive force, the door was blasted apart.

      Two people stepped into the room. Eryk was in the lead, but Kari walked right by his side. Fay had mixed feelings about seeing these two. However, most of that was caused by her own guilt.

      Eryk and Kari had stopped moving the moment they entered, their gazes focused upon her. Fay wished she could cover herself up. She never wanted either of them to see her like this. Out of all the people in the world, these were the two who she wished would never see her in such a humiliating position.

      “YOU!” Grant’s frightened scream caused everyone’s attention to turn toward him. “What are you doing here?! How did you find this place?!”

      “Grant Leucht,” Eryk’s voice was nothing but a whisper, but the overwhelming sense of rage in his voice made even Fay shiver. “I’m going to kill you.”

      Grant backed away as his face paled. His body shook. He looked like he was going to piss himself.

      “Y-you can’t kill me! I… I am… the heir to the Leucht Family...”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You should care! My father won’t stand for it! If you kill me, he will definitely make your life hell!”

      “Let him. I’ll just kill him too.”

      Eryk took a single step forward.

      —And then Kari darted past him, rushed up to Grant, and thrust out her ranseur at a speed that Fay didn’t believe was possible. Perhaps Grant didn’t either, or maybe he just hadn’t been expecting it. The man didn’t even try to get out of the way as her weapon pierced his chest. Blood welled up inside of his mouth, which he coughed out as he looked down at the tri-pronged weapon impaling him. He took a shaky breath, lifted his head, and opened his mouth, though only more blood and several croaking sounds emerged.

      Kari’s eyes were cold as she yanked the ranseur from his chest. As if Grant was a puppet that had no strings attached, he fell backward to the ground, blood gushing from the wound on his chest.

      A moment of silence passed in the room as Fay, and even Eryk, did nothing but stare at the girl in surprise. She had never known this girl to be cold enough to kill someone. Kari had always been polite and reserved, never speaking out and generally acting meek in front of others. Seeing her actually kill Grant in such a quick and brutal manner made Fay wonder if this person was truly Kari Astralia.

      “Fay!”

      The moment didn’t last as Kari dropped her ranseur and rushed to Fay’s side. Eryk also recovered and, after coating his hands in what looked like a blade of water, sliced through her bindings.

      Fay still couldn’t get up because of the drugs in her body, but she didn’t have to, for Kari grabbed her shoulders and pulled her into a fierce hug as she began sobbing.

      “Fay! Fay! I’m so glad you’re all right! I’m so glad! I… I…!”

      An indescribable sense of guilt welled up inside of Fay as this girl, whose friendship she had rejected and spurned for so many years, clung to her and cried. She didn’t know what to do. Glancing around the room as if seeking rescue from someone, her eyes landed on Eryk, but she could already tell from the soft but worried look in his eyes that he wasn’t going to pull this girl off her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked as he came up to the bed.

      Fay couldn’t shake her head, but she was at least able to say single words. “Drugs…”

      “I see.” Eryk didn’t need to hear anything more to understand her situation. “Kari, please set Fay back on the bed. She’s been drugged. That’s why she can’t move.”

      Kari sniffled several times and, her eyes still wet with tears, set Fay back on the bed and took several steps back as Eryk replaced her. He gazed down at her with a concerned look. She found the way he bit his lower lip and his expressive green eyes to be quite charming.

      “Fay… may I remove the drugs from your body?” he asked.

      She understood. If he was asking for her permission, then it meant he had to touch her.

      “Do it,” she said in a soft voice.

      Eryk nodded and sat on the bed’s edge, turning his body just a bit so he could reach out to her. He slipped his hand underneath her shirt and placed it against her stomach. Fay closed her eyes as heat rose to her cheeks. Her lower belly felt like it was on fire, but she was also acutely aware of Kari watching them.

      “I’m about to begin,” Eryk said.

      Fay nodded and Eryk, after taking a slow, deep breath, began glowing. A bright blue aura that swirled around him like water mixed with lightning engulfed him and her. Eryk narrowed his eyes. Then a tingling sensation came over Fay. It didn’t hurt or even feel weird, but she did feel strangely numb. However, as the aura continued to surround her, Fay found her thoughts becoming more clear with each second that passed. It was like a fog that had been surrounding her had suddenly cleared.

      In what felt like hours but was probably only a few seconds, the aura faded and Eryk removed his hand, leaving Fay only slightly disappointed.

      “How do you feel?” asked Eryk as he stepped back.

      “How do I… I feel a lot better.”

      Fay blinked several times as she realized her ability to talk had returned. Not only that, but her body no longer felt slow. Strength returned to her limbs, allowing her to sit up. She moved toward the edge of the bed and let her legs dangle over the side. Her feet didn’t quite reach the floor.

      “You two came to rescue me,” she said before bowing her head. “Thank you, and… I’m sorry.”

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” Eryk admitted.

      Kari sniffled and tried to wipe the tears from her eyes. “Me too. I’m so glad we made it in time.”

      Fay wondered what would be the appropriate thing to say right now, what words should she use to express her feelings, but she honestly didn’t have a clue.

      Perhaps it was fortunate, then, that the Nevarian Spiritualists, led by the woman she recognized as Hellen Brynhild, rushed into the room. The four Spiritualists took one look around the room, saw the dead Grant lying in a puddle of his own blood, and stared at Eryk.

      “I thought you agreed not to kill Grant,” Hellen said, her tone dark and laced with anger.

      “Ah.”

      At that moment, Kari made a strange noise and raised her hand.

      “That was me,” she admitted, causing Hellen and her three subordinates to gape.
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      After Fay was successfully retrieved, the Nevarian Spiritualists were forced to dispose of the bodies of the two mercenaries and Grant Leucht. They couldn’t leave them as they were. Hellen made the decision to hide the fact that Grant was dead. She mentioned that she would inform Dante of what happened, but that it would be best if no one else discovered this, especially not the Head of the Leucht Family.

      One of the Nevarian Spiritualists had a powerful earth affinity. She was the one who did most of the work, using the earth element to bury the three corpses, and then using it to repair the damage Eryk had done during his initial assault. Not everything could be completely fixed, but they did what they could.

      As an aside, Eryk and Kari both received a stern lecture from Hellen while the Spiritualist buried the bodies. Kari, as the one who had killed Grant in anger, had received the greatest portion of Hellen’s lecturing, though it might have also been due to how she was the woman’s pupil.

      They were very fortunate it stopped at just a lecture. Fay might have made an almost full recovery, but she was still weak, and they really couldn’t afford to remain at the Leucht Family’s private villa.

      Since there were only five Mares, Eryk and Fay had to ride with someone else. Eryk ended up riding with Hellen. Fay was with Kari, who had insisted the other girl ride with her.

      The two girls rode on the Mare in awkward silence. Neither seemed to know what they should say. Kari was still embarrassed by her outburst when she and Eryk had rescued Fay from Grant, while Fay seemed ashamed for an entirely different reason.

      “I’m—”

      “I wanted to—”

      The two spoke at the same time. Because Fay was riding behind Kari, they couldn’t really look at each other, but that didn’t stop them both from blushing right to the roots of their hair. Another awkward silence passed. Kari was the one who would break it, coughing into her hand.

      “Fay… do you hate me?”

      It was a simple question, but it seemed to make Fay distressed.

      “W-what?! No. Of course not. Why would you think such a thing?”

      “But… you won’t spend time with me anymore,” Kari said in a soft voice. She was trying not to let her emotions show, but her voice cracked a little toward the end. “I’ve tried… so hard to get you to spend time with me, to become my friend again, but every time I do, you always… tell me you can’t.”

      “Th-that’s because I didn’t want you getting hurt… because of me.”

      “Not being able to spend time with my best friend hurt more than any physical injury ever could.”

      “Oh.” Fay paused as those words sank in. “I’m sorry.”

      Kari could have accepted Fay’s apology and moved on, could have used that apology as a means of forcing her way back into Fay’s life and becoming friends again, but she didn’t think either of those were good ideas. Just accepting an apology like this would be half-hearted. Likewise, Kari did not have it in her to use her friend’s sorrow for her own purposes.

      That was why she did something else.

      “You know, when I found out Grant Leucht was trying to marry both you and me, a part of me was actually really happy,” she admitted.

      “What?” Fay sounded like someone had struck her in the face.

      Kari smiled, even though she knew Fay couldn’t see it. “The idea of marrying Grant Leucht was unpleasant at best and repulsive at worst, but the idea of having you become my sister appealed to me. If you became my sister, I thought we could rekindle the friendship we used to have.” She paused, then shook her head. “No, I thought we could become even closer than we used to be… before the incident with the Demon Beast.”

      “I see…” Fay released a long sigh. “So you have been thinking about that all this time.”

      “I have.”

      Another silence descended upon them as their Mares trotted down a wide dirt road that led to Nevaria. Many trees dotted the land on either side, broken up by buildings and farmlands. While she couldn’t see them from here, Kari knew there were several plantations run by noble families further out.

      Kari glanced at the other four Mares surrounding theirs in a diamond formation, with Hellen’s at the very front, trotting along at a clipped pace. Because it was nighttime now, she couldn’t see very well. That said, she could at least see Eryk’s outline.

      “You love Eryk, right?” she asked Fay suddenly.

      “Wha—um… well… I… yes,” Fay stumbled over her words at first, but she eventually admitted it.

      Kari nodded. “I already knew that, but I wanted you to confirm it. Then… those words you said to Eryk during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, you didn’t mean them, did you?”

      “So you heard that?” Even though she couldn’t see her, Kari could tell Fay was grimacing. “I did not mean to say them. I was… just so frustrated. I know Eryk cares about me, but I also know that you are the one he loves, and I… well, I unjustly took the frustration I felt out on him, even though he did nothing wrong.”

      Kari nodded as she calmed her racing heart, breathing in slowly, holding it, and then releasing it. Now that they were talking calmly, she could finally bring up what she wanted to tell Fay all this time. She needed to be careful, though. One wrong word could very well ruin her plans.

      “You know I also love Eryk,” she confessed. “I love him so very much.”

      “I know,” Fay said in a whisper.

      “However, Eryk isn’t the only person I love,” Kari continued. “Fay, you were my best and only friend when we were younger. The times we shared together are something I’ve cherished for so long. You were more than just a friend to me. You were the sister I had always wanted. You are the sister I still want.”

      Fay did not say anything for a long moment.

      “Kari, are you suggesting…?”

      “Yes.” Kari nodded once. “Fay, would you consider marrying Eryk with me? I have already told him that he should court us at the same time, but he won’t do it unless you agree to it.”

      While Kari had told Eryk that she wasn’t considering marriage yet, the truth was she already felt certain they would get married. She knew Eryk’s feelings for her were not false. She didn’t know how she knew this. Maybe it was instinct, maybe a hunch, or maybe something else entirely. All she knew was that Eryk wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.

      Kari also wanted to spend the rest of her life with Eryk.

      Fay took a deep breath and blew it out all at once, causing Kari’s hair to shift. Kari said nothing and let the silence extend. She’d done all she could, proposed her idea to Fay, and now she could only wait for the other girl to either accept or reject her proposal.

      It was a nerve-wracking experience.

      “You talk of marriage, but don’t you think it is a little too soon?” questioned Fay.

      “Do you think it’s too soon?” Kari returned the question with one of her own. Fay didn’t answer, causing her to smile. “People do not court each other unless they have the intention to marry. I know you have also decided that Eryk is someone worth marrying. You wouldn’t have challenged me so openly if that wasn’t the case. Besides…”

      Kari looked at Eryk again, even though it was dark and she couldn’t really see him that well. With the two moons shining a little luminescence upon the land, she could at least get a general view of him, and even though she couldn’t see him very well, just knowing he was there made her heart flutter.

      “… I really do love him. My heart races just thinking about him. I constantly have him on my mind. Even when I am thinking about the ruins and dungeons I would like to explore, I am always imagining myself exploring them with him rather than alone.” She took one hand off the reigns and placed it against her chest. “My heart resonates with him. I feel like… yes, I feel like I have always loved him since long before I can even remember.”

      Fay didn’t speak at first, but then…

      “I think I understand.”

      “You feel the same way?”

      “A little…” Fay hesitated before confessing, “when I first met him, I felt an unusual jolt in my chest. I didn’t think much of it at first, but the more time I spent with him, the stronger this feeling became.”

      Kari nodded. That was exactly how she felt. She had known it before, but Fay’s words confirmed that this girl was also in love with Eryk.

      “Then… do you think it would be possible for both of us to be in a relationship with him?” Kari asked, trying hard to hide her worry. She didn’t know what she would do if Fay refused. “We don’t even have to think about marriage right now. We can’t marry until we turn seventeen anyway. But… I would like it if we could both be happy, together, with him.”

      The silence that descended seemed deeper than before, though it was broken by the clomping of hoofs. Kari felt jittery as she let it extend. She couldn’t help but think about what would happen if Fay rejected her idea.

      “I do not think that would be a bad idea,” Fay admitted at last. “I have never given much thought to marriage and romance until I met Eryk, so I do not know how this would work, but… I am willing to give it a try.” She paused before letting out a final admittance. “I too would like to have my best friend back.”

      Kari’s lips trembled as she tried to contain her joy. Her eyes stung with tears that didn’t fall, but they weren’t sorrowful. She was so happy. She felt elated. If they weren’t riding a Mare just then, she would have hugged her friend for all she was worth.

      “I’m so glad…” she whispered.

      “Me too,” Fay said, and then she changed the topic. “By the way, I get why I’m riding with you, but why is Eryk riding with Hellen?”

      “He can’t ride a Mare,” Kari answered.

      “You’re joking.”

      “I am not.” Kari giggled.

      “I never expected that,” Fay muttered. “That’s actually kinda cute.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      Fay released a soft laugh while Kari continued giggling, letting the joy she felt permeate her being. The simple act of being able to laugh with her best friend was a pleasure she hadn’t experienced since she was young. It made her feel light. She felt like the world had gone back to the way it should have been.

      And then, as if she had remembered something, Kari brought up another topic.

      “I forgot to mention this… but there is at least one other person who will be marrying Eryk alongside us.”

      “What?”

      And just like that, the two girls continued talking all the way back to Nevaria.
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      The eastern gate was closed when we arrived, but after Hellen spoke with the night shift guards, they opened it for us and allowed our group to enter.

      Nevaria was quiet. The dark sky was lit only by the twin moons and stars, while the streets were lit by monster core lamps. I glanced at the buildings, masked in shadows, their outlines barely visible.

      We made it to the Nevarian Spiritualist northern headquarters and were directed toward the stables, where I climbed off of Hellen’s Mare. The other three Nevarian Spiritualists, along with Kari and Fay, also disembarked from their steeds. The three Spiritualists looked exhausted, more so than Kari or Fay. This was despite the fact that only the Spiritualist with the earth affinity had done anything. I could only assume it was mental exhaustion.

      “You three are dismissed,” Hellen told her subordinates. “Go home and get some sleep. Remember to keep what you saw tonight a secret.”

      “Ma’am.” The two men and one woman saluted her before walking off. It was a curt goodbye, but I couldn’t blame them.

      “As for you three.” Hellen turned to us. “I suppose there is nothing left for you to do. You can both escort Fay back to her home and then return home yourselves. I must report what happened to Commander Dante.”

      “Um… I understand,” Kari said, suddenly shifting in place. “About what happened…”

      “I will be sure to let him know the truth,” Hellen said. Kari just nodded.

      The square-faced woman parted ways with us, leaving the three of us standing alone outside of the Nevarian Spiritualist barracks.

      “I guess we should escort you back home,” I said to Fay.

      “You don’t have to,” Fay replied with a shake of her head.

      “No, I do have to.” I gave Fay a hard stare. “After what happened, I would never have any peace of mind if I let you travel alone, so please let me—no, please let us escort you.”

      I gestured toward myself and Kari as I spoke because I knew Kari felt the same way I did. Fay looked like she wanted to argue. However, as she looked between us, her will, or perhaps her desire, to contradict us slowly faded.

      “I understand. Thank you.”

      “There’s no need for that,” Kari said before I could. “You’re important to us.”

      “Right.” Fay gave Kari a gentle smile.

      We started walking down the street, taking several turns as we moved past the Merchant’s District and toward the Noble District. The Noble District was on the opposite side of the Imperial Royal Palace. It actually comprised most of the south-eastern section of Nevaria. A part of that likely had to do with how massive each estate within the Noble District was. They just took up so much space.

      As I walked, I could not help but feel Kari’s and Fay’s eyes on me. I tried to ignore the feeling for a time. However, that was like trying to ignore someone after they had climbed onto your back. I just couldn’t.

      “I get the feeling you two have something to say,” I began.

      Walking on my left, Kari smiled at me. “I’m impressed you could tell that so easily. Yes, we do have something we wish to discuss with you.” She cleared her throat. “Do you remember what we discussed the night after you won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament?”

      The night after I won the tournament was… ah.

      “You mean in regards to courting both you and Fay?” I questioned, turning my gaze from Kari to Fay. Even though it was dark, the redness of Fay’s cheeks was so vibrant I couldn’t possibly miss her blush.

      “Yes,” Kari said. “I spoke with Fay about it on the way here.”

      “And?” I asked, still looking at Fay. “How do you feel about that?”

      Fay placed a hand against her chest, gulped, and then took several deep breaths. It felt like she was mentally preparing herself. At the same time, I couldn’t help but think that she was just trying to hold back her embarrassment.

      “I agree that it’s a good idea,” she said at last. Her voice was clear and strong, but she still sounded embarrassed. “I plan on talking to Father about it, but I do not think he will be disagreeable to the idea of having me become your Second Wife. The only reason he didn’t want me to marry Grant was that he didn’t like that boy or the reputation of the Leucht Family.”

      I noticed her use of the term “Second Wife,” which referred to marriage. If she was using it, then I guess that meant Kari believed marriage was a very real possibility. Of course, when courting someone, it was always under the assumption that marriage would follow, so that was understandable. Nobody courted someone just to have fun.

      “I’m also going to speak with Mother,” Kari added. “We can’t make anything official yet, but I’m sure she will invite you over at some point to speak with you. Oh, but it probably won’t be for a while, so please don’t worry. I’m going to tell her that I’d like to enjoy spending time with you before we begin talks of marriage.”

      “I understand.” I accepted her words easily enough, nodding along. Perhaps it was because Kari had been the one who made most of our decisions in my last life, but I always just followed along with what she wanted. That didn’t seem to have changed even after I went back in time.

      We didn’t talk much after that, though not because we lacked a conversational topic. All of us were tired. Fay had been knocked out, kidnapped, drugged, and Grant had nearly raped her. Meanwhile, Kari and I had worked all night to see her safely returned home. Everyone had experienced a trying time.

      The Valstine Family’s mansion soon came into view. I was surprised to find Bertrand waiting by the front gate. Seeing him standing there made me wonder if he’d been there this whole time.

      Upon seeing us walk up to him, his eyes expressed relief. “Lady Fay, it is good to see you back. Everyone was very worried about you.”

      “I am sorry for worrying all of you,” Fay said.

      Bertrand shook his head. “I’m just glad you are all right.” He then turned to Kari and me, bowing low at the waist. “Thank you both for seeing Lady Fay back safe and sound. Words alone cannot express how grateful I and the rest of the Valstine Family are.”

      Kari and I accepted Bertrand’s gratitude, knowing that not doing so would have been rude, even though the truth of the matter was that neither of us had saved Fay because of her family.

      Fay stood before Kari and me. She looked as uncertain as I felt. Now that the time had come to part ways, none of us knew what to say.

      “I…” Clearing my throat when it cracked, I glanced at Fay with the utmost seriousness. “I am going to try my hardest to make you happy, Fay. However, all this is very new to me, so I, um, I hope you will be patient with me and let me know when I do something you don’t like.”

      I’m pretty sure my speech sounded incredibly awkward, but I didn’t think anyone would blame me. This really was uncharted territory for me. The idea of taking on two wives had never occurred to me, and now I was courting Kari, Fay, and Lin at the same time. I had leaped from loving just one woman to potentially loving three, and I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to make them happy.

      I felt like that saying about having “too many eggs” in one basket was made for moments like this.

      Fay’s head was tilted up as she looked at me. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but then she smiled.

      “You can be incredibly awkward sometimes, you know that?” Her words made heat spread across my cheeks, but she continued. “Instead of telling me about how you will probably make a lot of mistakes, you… you should just k-kiss me and tell me you love me.”

      I wondered how much effort it had taken Fay to say that. She wasn’t even looking at me anymore. Was the ground really more interesting than me? I didn’t think so.

      “Is that really okay?” I asked. “To just do it like that?”

      I felt like acting in that manner was too simple for a situation like this.

      Fay bit her lower lip, but then she nodded. “I… think it is perfectly acceptable.” She shook her head suddenly, then amended her statement. “No, this is how it should be done.”

      “I see.” I glanced at Kari out of the corner of my eye, seeking her opinion, but she just beamed at me, which made me turn back to Fay. “I understand. If that’s how I’m supposed to do things, then that is what I will do.”

      I stepped up to Fay, who had to tilt her head further back, and hesitantly reached out to cup her cheek. She stiffened on initial contact, but then her body relaxed and she leaned her face into my palm. It was like she was nuzzling my hand. Fay was still looking at me, but then she shut her eyes and pursed her lips. I knew what she wanted. Leaning down, I placed my mouth gently over hers.

      Fay’s lips were different than Kari’s. Fuller and a little rougher, they gave a completely different feel as I kissed her. That didn’t really mean anything. It was just an observation. Her mouth was still warm and soft, and her full lips made me want to nibble on them, though I held myself back for now. I was still uncertain about this whole situation, so I didn’t want to make assumptions and overstep my boundaries.
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Pulling back after what felt like several minutes, I opened the eyes I had closed to see that Fay’s were still shut. Her long eyelashes looked enchanting from up close. Likewise, her lips contained a glossy sheen that made me want to go back and kiss her again.

      “Fay,” I began.

      “Yes?” Her eyes were still closed.

      “I love you.”

      It was the first time I had said those words to someone other than Kari. Even the woman who saved my soul many decades ago had never received those words, though that was because she died before I could say them.

      Fay opened her eyes, a tremulous but joyful smile appearing on her face. “I have been waiting for you to say that for almost a month now.”

      “I know. Sorry it took so long.”

      “I do not mind.” Fay shook her head. “You’ve said them now, and that is what matters.”

      I was distinctly aware of Bertrand’s gaze on us, so after giving her one more kiss goodbye and promising to see her again, I let the old servant escort Fay into the mansion. Kari and I stood there as the gates closed.

      “I’m glad this all worked out,” Kari said after a prolonged silence.

      “Me too.”

      I thought about asking Kari if she was really okay with sharing me between her, Fay, and Lin, but I didn’t. This girl was not the kind of person who would do something without thinking about it. Only after considering all of her options and selecting the one she liked best would she commit to anything. If she was telling me to court her and two other women, it was because she had decided this was the best choice.

      “I suppose all that’s left to do is escort you home,” I said at last.

      “Yes.” Kari agreed as she glanced at me with a twinkle in her sparkling blue eyes. “And I expect a kiss goodnight just like the one you gave Fay.”

      “That goes without saying,” I replied, holding out my hand.

      Kari grabbed my hand with enthusiasm and the two of us began making our way toward the Imperial Royal Palace.
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      It was quite a bit later when I returned home. Actually, I think it was technically early in the morning, but such semantics meant very little when my mind felt like it was wading through sludge.

      I had escorted Kari back home, which had taken about half an hour or maybe even longer. Kari had made sure our kiss lasted quite a good deal longer than when I had kissed Fay. I wasn’t sure if that was a sign of her feeling uneasy or not, but I was honestly too tired to let it bother me. Once Kari had thoroughly plundered my mouth with her tongue, I used the Flash Step to return home within just under a minute.

      After making sure the front gate and door were locked, I stumbled into my bedroom. I paused after shutting the door. Staring at the lump on my bed, I realized that someone else was already occupying it, and that someone could only be the only other resident in this house aside from myself.

      I walked up to the bed and looked down at the sleeping Lin. She lay underneath the blanket, her expression tense as though she were in pain. Her long tail was lying on the floor, lightly thumping against the ground as if agitated.

      “Darling…” As I continued to stare at her, she muttered something in her sleep. “Come back… safely… zzz…”

      I felt my heart melt at her words.

      I discarded my clothes, leaving myself in just my underwear as I tossed everything else onto the floor, and then I lifted the covers and climbed into the bed, which creaked a little as my weight was added to Lin’s. I did worry briefly that the bed would break. However, just like always, the bed did little more than release ominous creaking noises.

      As if she could sense my presence, Lin cuddled up to me. Her naked chest pressed into me as she tucked her head underneath my chin. Her arms and tail wrapped around my body as though seeking my warmth. I sighed and wrapped my arms around her in return. It was still uncomfortable letting this girl sleep with me, especially when I hadn’t slept with Kari yet, but at least for tonight, I would indulge Lin and share my bed with her without complaint.
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      Hagen Leucht was sleeping when a presence suddenly appeared beside his bed. His eyes snapped open and he sat up, pushing away the delicate and slender arm resting on his chest, and glanced at the cloaked figure standing naught half a meter away. The man wore a large cloak that covered his entire body. A hood had been thrown over his head, and it kept Hagen from seeing his face.

      “Skygge,” he said with a frown.

      “Ke ke ke. Lord Leucht.” The cloaked man known as Skygge bowed before him, but he couldn’t sense a hint of sincerity in that bow.

      His two concubines were still sleeping peacefully. He glanced at their naked, nubile flesh. Both of them were women whom he had conquered after thoroughly defeating them in combat. They had agreed to become his after that. He hadn’t sired a child with either of them, and he probably never would. After the death of his wife, he stopped caring for such things.

      “You know better than to interrupt my rest.” He glanced back at Skygge. “Knowing that, you must surely have a good reason for doing so now.”

      “Ke ke ke. I have just received dire news that I believe you should hear,” Skygge said. “It’s important enough that it couldn’t wait until later.”

      “What is this news?”

      “Your son attempted to kidnap Fay Valstine,” Skygge announced, causing Hagen to narrow his eyes. “He succeeded after hiring a pair of mercenaries and took the girl to your private villa out in the countryside. However…” The cloaked man paused. “Ke ke ke. It seems he had greatly underestimated Eryk’s resolve. The young man cooperated with Princess Kari and a group of Nevarian Spiritualists led by Hellen Brynhild to attack your estate and rescue Fay Valstine. Your son was killed.”

      Hagen took a slow, deep breath as fire burned his throat. Smoke poured from his mouth and nose. His normally dark eyes became a fierce red as he stared at Skygge.

      “Are you telling me that Eryk Veiger killed my son and heir?” he asked.

      “No, I am afraid Eryk did not lay a hand on your son. Ke ke ke.” It was impossible to see Skygge’s face with that strange cloak of his, but Hagen could sense the amused smile this cloaked man wore. “The one who killed Master Grant was Kari Astralia.”

      While Hagen made sure to keep his face impassive, he was gnashing his teeth together behind his closed mouth. He remained silent for a moment. Then he made a decision.

      “I want you to begin accelerating our plans,” he said. “You may begin by killing off Eryk Veiger and Kari Astralia. Be sure to make it look like an accident.”

      “Of course. Ke ke ke. I will do as you command.”

      With a hollow laugh, Skygge slowly melted into the shadows on the ground, leaving Hagen alone to his rage. More smoke poured from his nose as he took several deep breaths. Looking at his hands, he clenched them into fists as he struggled not to unleash his Spiritual Aura. He didn’t particularly care if these two women burned to death, but he was at least practical enough to realize that he would need to have one of them produce him an heir now. Also, they were too useful to kill in a fit of blind rage.

      “Eryk Veiger. Kari Astralia. Fay Valstine,” he said those names slowly, his mind boiling over. “I didn’t plan on doing anything to them yet, but now that it has come to this, I will not allow them to escape my wrath. Those three will most assuredly die.”
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      It took several days to reach the encampment where over five thousand members of the Battling Valkyries and the Paladin Sect were milling about. The temporary base of operations was located on a flat grassland several dozen kilometers from Vahn, which we could see in the distance. I counted at least two hundred tents and huts of various sizes. All of them were simple accommodations made of Demon Beast hide. Arrayed around the huts were burning fires where people cooked, sat around, and ate. The scent of beef stew hung heavily in the air.

      Erica’s carriage had stopped at the encampment’s outskirts and we walked the rest of the way.

      “I know it isn’t much to look at,” Erica told us. “All of this was put together in just a few days. We’re hoping it won’t take more than a day or two to clean out the city.”

      “If it’s just temporary, there isn’t much reason to make it pretty,” Kari said with a shrug.

      Erica smiled. “That was what Tungsten said as well.”

      Several members of the Battling Valkyries greeted Erica as she led us past them, which she returned with a wave and a smile. I watched as several of the women she greeted blushed all the way to the roots of their hair. This woman really did seem well-liked by her sect.

      “I can see why you are the sect leader of the Battling Valkyries,” I said at last. “Everyone loves you.”

      The response Erica gave surprised me. Her sad smile struck me like a lightning bolt. I could tell there was something there, some trap I had stepped on, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what.

      “It is true that I am well-liked by my sect,” Erica said. “But I have nothing on Lady Alexis. Our previous sect leader reached the Third State of Spiritualism when she was only fourteen years old, founded the Battling Valkyries, and turned it into the powerhouse it is today. I’m nothing compared to her.”

      Alexis Mutig was a name I heard a lot, but despite that, no one seemed to know what happened to her. I’d heard that she and the previous Paladin Sect leader had disappeared one day. No one had seen them since.

      We soon made it to a large hut with a pointed roof. Erica moved the flaps aside as she walked in, and we followed behind her, entering an enclosed space that was empty save for the table in its center and the people surrounding it.

      I didn’t recognize any of the people, but they were a mix of men and women dressed from head to toe in armor. Everyone there seemed to favor metal over leather, unlike myself and Kari. We preferred leather armor because it was lighter. In our line of work as explorers, we were more concerned with how fast we could move rather than how well-protected we were. Protection was what our Spiritual Auras were for anyway.

      “I see you’ve brought those two you kept telling me about,” a man said after looking up from the table.

      The person who had spoken was a large man, but he wasn’t beefy. He was about as tall as me, maybe a little shorter, and he had a head of sandy blond hair. His body was covered in hard, corded muscles. His arms were completely bare, which meant I could see the way his biceps and triceps flexed with every movement. Like the others, he wore a gleaming steel chestplate, gauntlets, and greaves. A large battle axe was strapped to his back.

      “This is Tungsten Ess,” Erica introduced. “He is the Commander of the Paladin Sect and currently ranked as one of the strongest warriors in Midgard. Like me, he is on the cusp of reaching the Third State of Spiritualism. In terms of power and skill, he is ranked among the top five, in case you were wondering.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Kari and I greeted the man.

      Tungsten snorted. “I’m sure it would be if our situation wasn’t so dire. Now that you three have finally arrived, I hope we can get down to business and plan out how we’re going to retake Vahn.”

      While the man’s short and temperamental attitude was off-putting, Kari and I were smart enough to recognize that this tense situation probably called for that kind of response. We gathered around the table with the others. Erica stood beside Tungsten as the two of them began the meeting.

      “We have three goals,” Tungsten said as he held up a hand and extended a single finger. “One: To retake the city.” He held up a second finger. “Two: To destroy all members of the Cult of the Great Overlord.” He held up a third finger. “Three: To close the warp gate that is allowing them to pour into our world.”

      “Our world?” one of the other men asked. “So it’s been confirmed that these creatures aren’t from our world?”

      Erica shook her head. “This is merely our belief. It hasn’t been confirmed. However, I’ve checked the archives at the Historian Sect’s main headquarters and there’s no record of these creatures ever existing.”

      “There are actually some records of them existing from before the Great Catastrophe,” I suddenly interrupted.

      Everyone, even Erica, blinked in surprise.

      “There are?” she asked.

      I nodded, but I let Kari step forward and explain what we knew.

      “Everyone knows that the ruins spread across the continent are thousands of years old and date back to before the Great Catastrophe, which resulted in a huge drop in our population and humanity as a whole, regressing technologically. These ruins are things humans simply cannot build.” Kari paused to clear her throat. “In any case, Eryk and I were tasked with exploring a ruin that had been discovered several months back. Ruins often have a lot of symbolic artwork depicting creatures that aren’t listed in any of our historical text. One of the ruins we explored depicted creatures who looked like that man we fought against in the ruins near the Tropicana Peninsula—the one who sacrificed those villagers to open a Warp Gate.”

      The men and women around the table stirred, and even Tungsten seemed a little shocked. Soft mutterings broke out among them. Kari did not speak again.

      “This has led us to believe that the Great Catastrophe may, in fact, have been caused by these creatures,” I took over for Kari. “What happened thousands of years ago that destroyed our civilization? How come we have no record of it beyond simple references to a great catastrophe that befell the continent? I doubt they were called cultists back then, but we think they were the cause.”

      I stopped talking and allowed the people around us to speak up themselves. A lot of them expressed their agreement with our views. Several of them were nodding along as though what we said made sense, even though we didn’t actually have undeniable proof of our claims.

      “These are all interesting theories,” Tungsten began with his arms crossed, “but none of it is relevant to our current situation. I believe we should be focusing on creating a plan to retake Vahn. We can save the theories on what these creatures are until after the city has been reclaimed by us.”

      No one could argue with what he was saying, not even Kari, though from her puffed-up cheeks, I could tell she wanted to. In either event, the man was right. Reclaiming Vahn was our first priority.

      Spread across the table was a map of Vahn. Large and highly detailed, it contained information on all of the buildings located inside of the city along with historical landmarks.

      “We don’t have an accurate estimation of how large the forces inside of Vahn are,” Tungsten said. “Even so, it’s been about two weeks since they occupied the city. We can assume their forces have grown to at least ten or fifteen thousand. This is a light estimate we’ve made based on reconnaissance done by members of the Assassins Sect.”

      “Our own forces are nowhere near that size,” Erica added. “Even if we brought all members of the Battling Valkyries and Paladin Sects with us, we’d only number about ten thousand.”

      “What’s the number of our current forces?” I asked.

      “About five thousand,” Erica admitted.

      “Can we really retake the city with so few?” asked Kari.

      “Of course, we can,” Tungsten made his bold declaration with a raised fist. “They may have superior numbers, but most of them are individually weak. We’ve classified them into three different types. There are the Grunts. These are the weakest but most numerous of the bunch. Someone like myself or Erica can annihilate them in droves. Then there are the Elites. They are intelligent, capable of human speech, and a lot stronger, but they can still be killed in single combat. However, the ones we really need to worry about are the Beasts.”

      The term had a somewhat ominous ring to it, perhaps because the name shared something in common with Demon Beasts.

      “What are these Beasts?” asked one of the Battling Valkyries. She was a cat-girl with dark hair like midnight.

      “They are the strongest of the three types of creature who’ve emerged from the Warp Gates,” Erica answered. “They’re not very intelligent, but they are powerful enough to destroy a building with their bare hands. You can usually tell a Beast apart from the Elites and Grunts by how big they are. Beasts are usually large and physically imposing. They’re about three times bigger than the average human. That said, unlike Grunts and Elites, who generally all look the same, Beasts tend to have variations in size and shape.”

      “Not only are Beasts physically strong, but they are also able to use powerful Spiritual Techniques,” Tungsten added. “They all seem to have an affinity for the darkness element. However, they don’t have to use movements to channel their Spiritual Power, so not only are they incredibly powerful, their techniques don’t take as long to activate.”

      Once again, Erica’s and Tungsten’s words shocked everyone to their core.

      Spiritual Techniques required specified movements to activate. Some people called them dances because it was a lot like dancing. Without those movements, it was impossible for humans to properly channel their Spiritual Power and expel it in a technique. While Demon Beasts could use Spiritual Attacks, they were limited to one type of attack. The only creatures who could use Spiritual Techniques without movement were Lamia, Dragons, and…

      “Eryk, that sounds a lot like what you can do,” Kari whispered in my ear.

      I nodded, but I didn’t say anything. I looked around the table, at the people talking amongst themselves, and then glanced at Tungsten and Erica, who were letting the conversations happen for a little while longer before deciding to settle everyone down.

      “While there are a few Beasts located in Vahn, there aren’t a lot,” Erica said. “Our reports indicate there are only about two or three. Fortunately, while they are much harder to kill, it isn’t like they are invincible. I fought one myself not too long ago. Our Battling Valkyries managed to kill it by overpowering it with our teamwork. If I had to rank them, I’d say they are about as strong as an A-Rank Demon Beast.”

      An A-Rank Demon Beast was still considered ridiculously strong, but the Battling Valkyries and Paladin Sect specialized in defeating strong Demon Beasts. These two sects had killed more A-Rank Demon Beasts than all the other sects combined. There was even a rumor that the previous leaders were capable of killing A-Rank Demon Beasts on their own.

      “Once our provisional army enters Vahn, we will be splitting up into multiple squads consisting of five people.” After giving everyone a rundown of their situation, Tungsten finally began introducing the plan for this operation. “Each squad will be linked together with three other squads, making for a total of twenty people each. Your goals will be to clear out key points of the city.”

      As he spoke, Tungsten grabbed a calligraphy pen and circled numerous zones within the city. Several of them were large buildings located across various zones, but he also circled a number of plazas. Overall, he circled about 175 different areas that would apparently need to be recaptured.

      “These points are going to be secure zones where our forces can recuperate after the battle before the final push,” Erica said for everyone. “However, they also have another purpose.” She paused to look at me and Kari. “They are a distraction. While these zones are being secured, the enemy will try to reclaim them. Meanwhile, Eryk, Kari, myself, and Tungsten will travel to the ruins located at the top of this mountain. That is where the Warp Gate that’s letting these creatures enter our world is located. Our group will infiltrate those ruins, find the Warp Gate, and destroy it.” She paused again. “Are there any questions?”

      There were none. The meeting was soon finished and everyone was dismissed. We would have one night to rest up, and then tomorrow we would begin our mission to reclaim Vahn.
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      I woke up the next morning and went out to get breakfast for myself and Lin. I hadn’t been given a chance to buy food yet, so even though I did know a little about cooking, there wasn’t anything in my storage unit. Of course, calling it a storage unit was a misnomer. It was basically just a stone box with a lid. It didn’t even have any runes etched on it to keep the food fresh.

      I bought some bread and dried fruit for myself, but due to Lin’s carnivorous nature, I asked someone who was setting up his stall if I could have some of his kebab skewers. They weren’t cooked yet, but I could do that part myself.

      Lin was still asleep when I arrived home. She must have exhausted herself waiting for me to return home last night. To be honest, I was a little tired myself, but even though this body of mine wasn’t used to working without rest, my mind refused to sit on its laurels. It woke me up at the crack of dawn and told me I needed to get a start on my day.

      After setting down my bread and fruit, I wandered into the kitchen.

      The stone stove wasn’t much to look at. It was made from several stones layered on top of each other and filled with sediment. There were two parts to this stove, the first of which was the oven, and the second that was the stovetop. The oven half was just an alcove where someone could bake foods like bread. The stove was just a hole at the very top. After filling the stove half with wood, I channeled a bit of lightning into my fingers, creating a spark to ignite the wood, and then I roasted the four kebabs over the open fire.

      Loud sizzling echoed around the room, and the scent of cooked meat soon filled the air, though I couldn’t say I found that smell pleasant first thing in the morning. Several droplets of fat rolled off the pork bits, falling into the fire below. The fire crackled merrily as it consumed the highly flammable fat.

      I think the smell woke up Lin. She wandered into the kitchen soon after I’d finished cooking the third kebab. Her eyes were partially closed. Her golden orbs just barely peeked out from between half-lidded eyelids. I was worried she might run into a wall if she didn’t open her eyes more fully.

      “Darling… what is that delicious smell?” the Lamia girl asked, her mouth-watering.

      “Breakfast,” I answered. “It will be done in just a bit, so why don’t you sit down at the table?”

      “Kay…”

      Lin obviously wasn’t awake yet as she yawned and scratched her belly. She wasn’t wearing anything either. I took a moment to stare at her unguarded nipples, which were a bit hard from being in the cool air. Her pussy was also exposed. I tried hard not to look. I wasn’t some brat who’d never seen a vagina before, but I was still a man with desires, and seeing a beautiful and naked girl aroused me the same as any man.

      I shook my head and finished cooking while she wandered back into the living room.

      Walking into the living room with a plate of food, I watched almost warily as Lin’s golden eyes locked onto the kebabs and followed them. These moments really did make her seem like a predator. I set the plate down in front of her, then seated myself.

      “Darling?” Lin asked, her tail thumping against the ground.

      “You can eat,” I said, shaking my head and smiling.

      Lin didn’t hesitate to attack her food once I’d given her permission. I almost sighed at how she ate the meal without even tasting it, but I admirably held it in. I turned to my own food instead. Eating much more slowly than my companion, I thought about what I had to do that day.

      “Lin?” I suddenly called out.

      “Yes, Darling?”

      Lin had already finished her meal, and it looked like eating had given her renewed energy. She was full of smiles as she looked at me. Her golden eyes held a slightly dreamy state, half-lidded and filled with a strangely simplistic sense of joy. Her childish expression was honestly endearing.

      “I’m opening the library today,” I began, “and I was wondering what you wanted to do?”

      As the words left my lips, Lin tilted her head and pondered the question. She was now allowed to roam outside. That said, it had only been a day since she began traveling outside of my house, and I was sure many people would still fear her. The only thing we had accomplished at present was making sure the Nevarian Spiritualists would not attack her on sight. I still didn’t want her traveling outside alone.

      “This princess will go with you,” she said at last. “She has to study your written language.”

      With Lin’s decision made, breakfast was finished quickly, and the two of us were soon leaving. I wore simple clothes today, black pants, a white shirt, and boots. On the other hand, Lin was wearing that skimpy outfit she and Kari bought the other day.

      I had to admit, she looked good.

      Really good.

      Opening the library was not difficult. I’d done it so many times that I could do it while blindfolded. It wasn’t long before everything was prepared and the doors were unlocked. While I got the library ready to receive people, Lin carried several sheets of parchment filled with notes on humanity’s written language to a table in the back, plopped down, and began studying.

      People soon began entering, and while many of them looked at Lin like she was an oddity—even I couldn’t deny that a Lamia in Nevaria was, indeed, an odd sight—they didn’t say anything rude. That was good. Actually, a few people even seemed to find her dark skin and snake tail attractive, which I discovered while eavesdropping on a few conversations.

      “I was too shocked by her snake half yesterday, but you know… that girl is pretty hot.”

      “Mhmm. There’s something exotic about that dark skin.”

      “I’m kinda interested in her lower body myself. I don’t know what it is, but that combination of half-woman, half-snake is just doing it for me.”

      “Pervert.”

      “Like you aren’t one as well!”

      Listening to the conversations of the teenage boys caused some of the girls with them to wrinkle their noses in disgust, but even they had their own opinions about Lin.

      “So that’s a Lamia, huh? I’ve read about them. She looks weird.”

      “Do you think there are any male Lamia?”

      “Don’t know, but I imagine there are.”

      “Wouldn’t a cute boy Lamia be dreamy?”

      “Of course, no—actually, a hunky male Lamia does sound pretty good, now that I think about it.”

      I didn’t pay too much attention to the conversations of the people using the library. After cleaning up, helping some people who needed me to find a book for them, and making sure everything was in order, I grabbed some writing supplies and sat down beside Lin.

      “How’s the learning going?” I asked.

      “Very difficult,” Lin admitted. “You humans have such an unusual and unnecessarily complicated writing system. Your symbols don’t even make sense.” Lin drew herself up and puffed out her chest. “Lamia writing is very simple. If we want to write about a bird, we draw a bird. If we want a human, we draw a human. We don’t use all these complicated signs like you humans do.”

      I laughed a little at her explanation. “Well, I guess it would be a little weird for someone who is just learning about our writing system, but we do have our reasons for why our writing is the way it is.”

      “If you say so.” Lin lowered her body again and looked down at the sheets of parchment. A slow smile worked itself onto her face. “That said, while this princess finds your writing system difficult, she can’t deny that there is a strange joy in learning it.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I replied with honesty.

      As Lin began studying again, I turned my attention toward my own self-assigned task. I dipped my quill into a bottle of ink, then began writing.

       

      Goals now that I have gone back in time part 2:

      1. Save Nevaria from Demon Beast Invasion – incomplete

      2. Meet Kari and marry her again – ?

      3. Help give birth to Kayli – incomplete

      4. Defeat the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm – incomplete

      5. Kill Grant Leucht – complete

       

      Most of my main goals were still incomplete. I’d met Kari and was now officially courting her, but I was also courting two other women on top of her, which made me wonder if I’d accomplished my goal or not. The Demon Beast Invasion was still a ways off, I didn’t even know where the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was, and Grant had died by Kari’s hand instead of my own.

      Thinking about the Demon Beast Invasion made me remember that there were many steps toward completing this goal. I had met one of them. By winning the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, I was now in a position where I could potentially help strengthen Nevaria as a whole. Actually, I could also do that through the Alchemist Association by giving them more alchemy pills to make, but helping strengthen the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard was paramount.

      “I’ll probably need to speak with Dante…” I murmured.

      “What was that, Darling?” asked Lin.

      “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”

      “Hmm…”

      There were several ideas I had to help strengthen the Nevarian Spiritualists, which meant I would need to speak with the people at the top. Dante and Rainer were the two vice commanders of the Nevarian Spiritualists. I would have to speak with one of them to propose my idea, and if I had to speak with them, I would prefer to talk to Dante.

      On top of talking to Dante about my ideas, I needed to use the Alchemy Association to create more pills that would help Nevaria, train harder than ever before, and help Kari and Fay with their training as well. If possible, I wanted them to reach the Third State of Spiritualism within a few months, though I couldn’t do that without making Elemental Enlightenment Pills.

      There was so much I needed to get done. It often felt like I didn’t have enough time to accomplish everything I wanted on any given day, which I realized now was because I was still working at the library.

      It was fine in the beginning. A lot of the things I wanted to do simply couldn’t be done. I didn’t have the clout necessary to accomplish anything. Now that I was the winner of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, I could use my fame to put forth some of my ideas. My name held enough weight for that. However, to accomplish a lot of these goals, I would have to begin working harder, and for that, I needed more time, which meant working at the library was hindering me.

      I sighed.

      “That’s a very deep sigh,” Lin said, looking up from her work. “Are you sure you are feeling okay?”

      I gave her a smile. “Yeah… I’m just beginning to realize how much work I still have to do.”

      Lin’s response was to tilt her head.
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      Time flowed by in the library. While Lin remained diligent with her studies, I had to take care of several issues that cropped up during my shift. Most of it revolved around helping people. Several individuals came up to me, and while they seemed wary of Lin, they asked me for help in locating this or that book. That said, I think some of them were coming to our table as a dare because sometimes they would put the book back several minutes after I found it for them.

      Brats.

      Ms. Nadine arrived when it was almost time for my shift to end, entering the doorway with that usual dry expression on her face. With blonde hair framing her enchanting features, she glanced around the library, but her green eyes stopped on Lin. It was only at this moment that I realized I hadn’t introduced them.

      “So this is the infamous Lamia girl I’ve been hearing about lately,” Ms. Nadine said in a voice so dry it reminded me of the Endless Desert. She glanced at the tip of Lin’s tail, which moved back and forth against the floor like a pendulum, and then turned her eyes toward me. “If I’m not mistaken, this Lamia girl is also the snake who came to the library with you several times, correct?”

      “I’m not surprised you managed to figure that out,” I sighed. Scratching the back of my head, I wondered how I should bring up my desire to resign. I honestly didn’t want to. This library was like a second home to me.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to.

      “I’ve noticed that you have been a lot busier than you used to be,” Ms. Nadine began.

      “Wha—oh, yes. I suppose I have,” I admitted somewhat reluctantly.

      “You know, if you have too much on your plate, you’ll have to cut some things out of your life.” Adopting a somewhat lecture-ish pose, Ms. Nadine stared at me with those indomitable green eyes. “Taking on too much work will leave you little time to rest. You’ll eventually wear yourself so thin that you won’t be able to accomplish anything.”

      I knew what she was hinting at, and I somehow couldn’t believe she’d seen through me, even though I probably should have. Ms. Nadine had known me longer than anyone else in my previous life until Kari came along.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized.

      To my great surprise, Ms. Nadine smiled at me. “Why are you apologizing? I can tell you have a serious goal that you are pushing toward. Given how hard you are working, and how much work it seems you still need to do, it is only natural that you wouldn’t be able to stay here. To be honest, I’m surprised you didn’t quit after making all that money working alongside the Alchemist Association.”

      My eyes widened. “How did you—”

      “Let’s just say I know some people who send a lot of information my way,” Ms. Nadine said with a slight smirk, though it left a second later and was replaced with a somewhat befuddled look. “I don’t know why, but ever since that one morning when you showed up late, you’ve been acting differently. It isn’t enough to make me think you’ve become a completely different person, but it was like you had no real goals or aspirations in life before, and then, suddenly, you found something that drove you to improve. I don’t know what it is, or what happened. However, I can tell that it’s important to you.”

      While I wouldn’t deny I was shocked by how closely it appeared Ms. Nadine had been observing me, I was also touched. I hadn’t realized she cared enough to bother learning so much about me. Back in my previous timeline, she had never expressed that much interest in me, or maybe she had and I just hadn’t been observant enough to realize it.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “That’s not something you need to thank me for.” Ms. Nadine shrugged. “Anyway, I’m sure I’ll see you around. That princess of yours still likes this place, and it seems as if your snake girlfriend will be spending quite a bit of time here as well.”

      Her statement certainly had merit. I couldn’t deny that.

      Since my shift was officially over, I grabbed Lin and the two of us headed off. I asked my companion about how her studies were coming. It seemed she had memorized 235 different syllables, which I quizzed her about on the way home. Her memory retention was impressive. We also grabbed some lunch, though it was just meat skewers.

      Because I had training with Fay this afternoon, I grabbed my bag of Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills. I then turned to Lin, who had followed me into my room.

      “I’m heading out to train. Are you coming with me?”

      Lin thought about that, cocking her head to the side, but then shook it. “This princess will remain here for now. Since you are training, you won’t be able to spend time with her anyway, and Lamia do not gain strength through training.”

      That was information I didn’t know about. I would have to ask her more at some point, but I was already in something of a hurry.

      “In that case, I will see you when I get home,” I said.

      “Be sure to bring dinner home with you,” Lin said with a look that all but told me this was an order.

      I laughed. “I will,” I said, and then, on a whim, I leaned over and placed a kiss on her left cheek. I leaned back and gave the surprised girl a smile. “See you.”

      The last thing I saw of Lin before I closed the door was the vibrant glow that spread across her cheeks and ears.
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      The training ground that Fay and I were using was nothing more than a simple clearing surrounded by trees. The grass under my feet was soft, a small pond sat several meters away, and there was some battle damage from when Grant had ambushed Fay. It was a simple place to train, but it wasn’t like we needed much.

      I arrived at the training ground to discover that Fay was not the only person present.

      Fay’s fiery red hair was held together by a leather band that day. Her shirt was a sleeveless top that showed off her shoulders, cleavage, and almost all of her stomach. She also wore a pair of really short shorts. They were tight across her body and so short I could see the cleft of her butt cheeks sticking out. I wondered what sort of fabric they were made of. Her outfit was finished with black stockings and brown boots.

      The other person held a ranseur in her left hand and wore an outfit similar to Fay’s, but her large breasts were contained by a shirt that had shoulder straps. I could only hazard a guess that her boobs were too big for a top like her companion’s. Her shorts were similar in length. However, maybe it was because her hips were wider, but they somehow seemed a bit more erotic on her. I could also see the outline of her vagina, which I didn’t think was intended. Like Fay, her blonde hair was tied together with a leather band, though hers rested higher on the back of her head.

      “Kari?” I blinked rapidly several times. “What are you—do you plan on joining us for training?”

      “That’s right,” Kari said with a smile.

      “Kari and I talked it over,” Fay added as she stretched her arms, “and we thought it would be a good idea if the three of us trained together.”

      “I was also hoping to introduce Fay to Lin, but I guess she decided not to come.” Kari looked at my side with a frown, as though expecting to see a dark-skinned Lamia girl suddenly appear before her eyes.

      “Lamia don’t get stronger with training, according to her, so she decided to stay home.” I shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t have a problem with you joining us. Do you mind if I ask what sort of training you are doing now?”

      “I’m currently working on physical conditioning and practicing a Spiritual Light Technique called Divine Buster Cannon.” She tapped the butt end of her ranseur against the forest floor. “Divine Buster Cannon is a B-rank technique, though it’s strong enough to become an A-rank technique in the right hands. It produces a beam of light that vaporizes anything in front of it. I can create the beam. However, I can’t generate enough power to make the beam larger.”

      Divine Buster Cannon was one of the first Spiritual Techniques Kari had learned alongside Light Trident, which was a C-rank technique. I’d seen her use it before to wipe out entire swaths of C and D-Rank Demon Beasts, but that was only after her reserves of Spiritual Power had increased.

      “I can help you with the Divine Buster Cannon,” I said. “I know the basic mechanics behind how the technique works, though I cannot use it myself. That said, if possible, I would also like to teach you the Flash Step. I’m currently helping Fay master the first stage, and it’s a very handy skill to have.”

      While Kari nodded and seemed enthusiastic about the idea of learning the Flash Step, Fay pouted at me. “I’ve already mastered the first stage of the Flash Step.”

      “Have you now?” I looked at her with a grin that seemed to set the girl on edge. “How many times can you use the Flash Step consecutively? Can you change direction while using it? How long can you keep using the Flash Step before you run out of Spiritual Power?”

      “Er…”

      Fay didn’t seem able to respond, which caused me to nod several times as I crossed my arms. “The Flash Step is a technique that’s meant to be used for high-speed combat and long-distance travel. Just being able to accurately travel from point a to point b isn’t enough. You have to be able to use it multiple times in a row, and you have to be able to use it in such a way that you can attack from multiple directions seemingly at the same time. This technique was designed to overwhelm either a single strong opponent or attack multiple weak opponents.” I paused. “So, knowing this, can you say you have mastered the first stage of the Flash Step?”

      I waited for Fay’s reply, but the girl didn’t seem to be capable of saying anything at first. She glanced at me. Then she looked away. Then she started drawing circles on the forest floor with her boot as she placed her hands behind her back and twiddled her fingers.

      “Well… no, I can’t do that,” she admitted.

      “Which is why I am going to increase your training,” I said. “To do that, you and I are going to play a game of tag.”

      “Tag?” Fay asked.

      I smiled at her, but instead of answering her question, I turned to Kari and began teaching her the basics of the Flash Step. The explanation didn’t take long. Kari didn’t even ask any questions, having already gained a grasp of how the technique worked the moment I told her. After that, I drew two lines spaced ten meters apart on the forest floor. I told her that her first goal was to be able to use the Flash Step to reach that ten-meter mark in a single step.

      Once I had explained the concept, Fay and I watched Kari for a while as she practiced. I was watching to see if she needed me to catch her. Fay and I had both taken terrible spills while learning this technique. However, my worries were unfounded. After watching for several minutes as Kari used the Flash Step, either being too short or traveling too far from her mark but never taking a dive, I directed Fay to follow me and led her into the forest.

      “That girl makes me feel incompetent,” Fay said with a sigh.

      “Kari has a light affinity, which makes her naturally suited to this technique,” I said. “Her affinity grants her a natural clarity when it comes to high-speed movement, meaning she can perceive the world more easily than us while moving at speeds greater than light.”

      “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”

      I shrugged. There was nothing I could do about that.

      “I think this is far enough.” I stopped and looked around, using Spiritual Perception to make sure I knew how far we were from Kari. After confirming our distance, I nodded and turned to Fay. “I mentioned before that we would be playing a game of tag. Basically, you will run from me, and I will chase you. However, you can only move using the Flash Step. You cannot take a single normal step.”

      “That… sounds kind of difficult, doesn’t it?” Fay asked, her face paling.

      “It is difficult.” I nodded as the smile on my face slowly widened. “But this is also the fastest way to learn. Now, are you ready? We’ll start on three.”

      Fay paled even more. “Uh… hold on a second!”

      “One.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for this!”

      “Two.”

      “At least let me mentally prepare myself!”

      “Three!”

      At the very moment I said three, I used the Flash Step to appear right beside Fay, whose eyes were practically bulging as she saw me. I waited for a second. This gave her time to use the Flash Step to get away.

      Thus, the chase was on.

      I chased after Fay using the Flash Step. Of course, she could only run from me using the Flash Step as well. Anytime she didn’t use the Flash Step, I would kick out her legs, causing her to take a spill to the forest floor, and make her start over again. This meant she was sent to the ground many times. While I did make sure to keep my abilities to just a little above her current skill level, I didn’t show any mercy either. By the time we had passed the ten-minute mark, Fay was covered in dirt and breathing so heavily you’d think she’d been running from Demon Beasts non-stop without rest for over a week.

      “I’m not going to stop just because you’re tired!” I taunted as I flashed in front of her.

      Fay used the Flash Step to move backward, having learned how to do this while we were training. Just as I suspected, having her face “real” danger forced Fay to push her abilities to the absolute limit.

      I wasn’t sure how long we continued like this. It felt like hours, but it was probably only fifteen or twenty minutes. Our game of tag ended up being cut a little short. During her last dodge attempt, Fay took a step forward and ended up catching her foot on a root. This knocked her off balance and made it so she couldn’t use Flash Step. That was the moment I had chosen to appear, and I was sure my own eyes went wide as I flew into her.

      “OOF!”

      We tumbled across the ground. Everything was blurry, but I had the sense of mind to pull Fay into a hug and use my arms to protect her head and back. I grunted as my shoulder hit something. Fortunately, my bones, muscles, and flesh were all quite durable. Nothing broke. It just stung a little.

      Eventually rolling to a stop, I found myself lying on my back with Fay on top of me. I took stock of my body and was reassured when nothing felt broken. This level of damage probably wouldn’t even leave a bruise.

      “You all right, Fay?” I asked.

      “I think so.” Fay placed her hands on my chest and pushed herself up to look at me. “I’m just a little dizzy, but I… I…”

      Fay trailed off as she realized our positions relative to each other, with her laying on top of me, basically straddling my body, and her face so close to my own that our noses were almost touching. From this close, Fay’s naturally seductive eyes filled my vision, drawing me in.

      I wanted to kiss her.

      “Fay?” I asked in a soft voice as she leaned forward slightly.

      “Hmm?” Fay hummed as she slowly closed her eyes.

      I didn’t say anything else as I closed my eyes as well and began leaning in. I could feel her breath on my lips. The scent of her hair and sweat caused my dick to strain against my pants. I really hoped she couldn’t feel my erection. I’d only just started courting her last night and didn’t think poking her thighs with my cock would be appropriate.

      Just before our lips touched, the sound of footsteps echoed in my ears.

      “Eryk? Fay? I have a question about the Flash Step in regards to its consumption of Spiritual… um… uh… oh…”

      I opened my eyes and looked over at Kari, who was staring at me and Fay with a somewhat pensive expression. Fay also opened her eyes. She was staring at her friend with the fiercest blush I’d seen to date. Her entire face was so red it put her hair to shame.

      “I’m sorry.” Kari smiled uncertainly. “I seem to be interrupting something. I’ll leave now.”

      “Ah.” Fay finally found her voice. She reached out toward Kari as though it would keep the girl from leaving. “W-wait, Kari! This isn’t what it looks like! Eryk and I were training, and this just sort of happened!”

      “Don’t worry.” Kari waved off the redhead’s excuses. “I understand perfectly. If I was in your position, I would have used this as an opportunity to make out with Eryk too. I don’t blame you for doing this. Your aggressiveness in this regard is an attractive quality. I really admire it.”

      “That isn’t it!” Fay looked utterly shamefaced as she turned to stare at me. “Eryk! Tell her this isn’t what it looks like!”

      I didn’t think this was worth mentioning, but Fay was still lying on top of me as she made this demand.

      Turning toward Kari, I kept my face completely bland and said, “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “That wasn’t convincing at all!” Fay wailed, her embarrassed cries echoing across the forest.
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      The next morning, our forces gathered together and set off toward Vahn. Most of us walked. A few rode on Struts—those bird-like Demon Beasts with fluffy feathers, gangly legs, and long necks. However, they weren’t the only mounts people were riding on.

      I glanced at a large reptile as it passed by me, its four long legs granting it a swift stride despite how ponderous it looked. This one had green scales that glistened in the light. Yellow eyes with no whites stared at me as it went by. I’d only seen a few Land Drakes before, but I’d still seen enough to recognize one.

      It took two hours to reach Vahn from our current location, but that was partly because we moved at a slower speed so as not to exhaust our fighting forces too much. When we finally reached the city, and I got a good glimpse of it, I could only frown when I didn’t immediately spot anything out of place.

      “It doesn’t look like there’s anything wrong here,” I muttered.

      “It does seem rather peaceful, doesn’t it?” Kari added.

      “That peace is deceptive,” Tungsten said. He and Erica were marching alongside us. We were at the head of the procession. “It might seem peaceful now, but that is only because those invaders have slaughtered all the people who were living there. Wait until you enter the city.”

      This man had a very blunt way of speaking, but I figured his gruff attitude was just a part of his personality and tried not to let it bother me. Kari didn’t seem bothered either. On the other hand, Erica was rolling her eyes at the man.

      “Everyone!” Erica shouted as she turned around and glanced at our army. We were about five thousand strong, which wasn’t much compared to the forces arrayed against us, but that didn’t stop her from exuding an aura of confidence. “An unknown force of strange creatures has invaded one of our cities, taken the lives of our people, and disrupted the peace we have maintained for thousands of years! We cannot allow such villainous acts to go unpunished! Today, we will teach these invaders of the mistake they made in coming here!”

      The woman was a great orator. Her words had a rallying effect on our troops, causing them to cheer, shout, and stomp their feet. I recognized that it was probably more than just her words. The women of the Battling Valkyries adored her, and the men of the Paladin Sect coveted her strength and beauty. It wouldn’t be outrageous to consider her an object of worship among the masses. I’d heard through the grapevine that Erica even had her own fan club.

      Axel was an honorary member.

      “Are all of you ready?!” Erica demanded to know. The resulting roars made her turn around and point the massive claymore in her hand at the city. “Then CHARGE!”

      Her words were like a battle horn that echoed across the vast plain, and with her command, the men and women of the Paladin Sect and Battling Valkyries broke into a sprint. Kari and I also ran alongside them. Our two companions for this mission, Erica and Tungsten, raced neck and neck with us.

      Like most cities, Vahn was surrounded by a large wall meant to protect it against Demon Beasts. These ramparts had the usual broad top with a walkway and stone parapet. However, they weren’t very tall compared to some of the other cities, or maybe that was just my perspective due to the massive mountain located in the very center of Vahn, upon which the city had been built around. Everything looked small compared to that.

      A loud whistling sound filled the air as we ran. Everyone looked up and became shocked to discover arrows pouring down on us from above. Not only were these people—creatures—shooting arrows at us, but I could even see some massive boulders being lobbed through the air as well. They were using the city’s trebuchet against us!

      While I was wondering if I should do what I could to block the descending projectiles, Tungsten leapt into the air as he unsheathed his battle axe, then he began spinning. Spiritual Power surged from his body as his spin acted as a catalyst to channel it. A powerful storm of windswept out from his body and created a strange funnel that drew all the arrows and debris in. I could only gape when I saw the boulders being torn apart from the wind pressure.

      When all the projectiles had been destroyed, Tungsten stopped spinning and landed on the ground next to us. He continued running as if nothing had happened, causing Kari and I to glance at each other. I liked to think we were strong. The two of us could defeat B-Rank Demon Beasts on our own now. However, the strength this man just displayed with that one Spiritual Technique made me feel inadequate. That Spiritual Wind Technique of his was at least an A-rank.

      Our charge continued unimpeded thanks to Tungsten. It wasn’t long before we reached the massive gate. The portcullis was a heavy vertically closing gate consisting of a latticed grille made from a combination of metal and wood. I judged it to be at least twenty meters tall, but it might be even bigger. It was an imposing object when charging toward it like this.

      Currently, that gate was closed.

      “You’re up, Erica,” Tungsten said.

      “Oh, my. Ordering me around like that. How bold of you,” Erica said in a chiding manner, though that didn’t stop her from acting.

      The woman bent her knees and ground the steel toes of her boots into the earth, generating a massive amount of heat around her feet. I watched as the air surrounding her boots warped from the heat waves. That wasn’t all she did, though, as the woman also tucked her massive claymore into her side as though preparing to thrust it. Barely a second passed after this action, and then she shot forward with a speed that was almost as quick as my Flash Step. Not only that, but her body began to spin along an axis and soon caught fire. As flames spewed from her body like a fountain, they gradually took shape, turning into a giant firebird that emitted a strange-sounding shriek.

      And then she slammed into the gate.

      I’d been expecting a massive explosion, but instead, the portcullis melted around Erica as she blasted a hole clean through it. And it wasn’t a prolonged melting either. The entire action happened within an instant. One moment there was a door, and the next there was a gaping hole about ten meters tall and five across with molten iron dripping along the ground. Steam hissed around the melted areas.

      “Everyone, charge in!” Tungsten commanded.

      We rushed through the gate. Kari and I ran alongside Tungsten and entered Vahn. Erica was waiting for us, steam wafting off her body and weapon as she stood there, looking as composed now as she had before melting a several-dozen-centimeter-thick steel door. The stonework around her feet had melted from the heat her body was emitting.

      “It’s good of you all to come,” she said. “I was growing impatient.”

      I rolled my eyes at the comment. “You didn’t wait that long.”

      “You’re so strong,” Kari said in awe.

      Erica grinned at my lover—a pleased grin like she’d been wanting someone to say just that. “You say that like you aren’t strong.”

      “Not as strong as you.”

      “Everyone!” Tungsten commanded while Erica, Kari, and I bantered. “You know your tasks! Get to your assigned sectors and secure those safe zones! Kill any cultists you see!”

      The people who had poured in through the gate acknowledged his words with a battle cry, but there were more entering through the hole with every passing second. However, more important than the people coming in through the gate were the creatures standing on the rampart’s walkway.

      I’d seen them before, but they normally wore cloaks. Now they weren’t. Pale skin, sunken faces, dark red pupils with black sclera; the creatures before us only vaguely resemble humans in that they were bipedal. They walked on two legs, had two arms, and a head. That was it, however. After that, these creatures more closely resembled a decaying corpse than a living person.

      Grunts.

      The Grunts were holding crossbows. All of them turned around and aimed at us. Erica and Tungsten looked like they were about to do something, but I couldn’t let them be the only ones who worked.

      “Kari!”

      “I’m on it!”

      With Kari by my side, the two of us activated a Spiritual Technique that I had created myself. It was something I made by mistake when I was trying to increase my speed. Kari had mentioned how it would make a great Spiritual Technique, and together, the two of us had perfected it.

      I called it the Flash Step.

      To the unknowing eye, it would have looked like the two of us had suddenly vanished, but we were really just moving at incredibly high speeds. We appeared on the rampart wall before even a split second had passed, and there we battled against the Grunts who’d been trying to shoot at us with their crossbows.

      I slammed my fist into the face of a Grunt. With a loud shout, I unleashed my Spiritual Power and transformed it into the lightning element. A powerful bluish-white bolt erupted from my hand. The head I had punched exploded, and then the lightning bolt surged forward and struck sixteen more of these Grunts, blasting a hole through each one. The corpses fell. Smoke poured from the gaping holes in their bodies.

      On the other side, Kari twirled her ranseur around her body in a spirited dance, slicing off the limbs of several Grunts without missing a beat. Each swing channeled Spiritual Power into her weapon. A light golden glow encased her blade, allowing her weapon even more cutting power. After finishing her dance, she thrust her ranseur forward. A conical beam of light erupted from the tip of her weapon and expanded rapidly. Divine Buster Cannon. All of the Grunts trapped within her attack were annihilated in an instant.

      There weren’t that many Grunts on this rampart walkway, maybe fifty at most, and we made short work of them. Once they were defeated, we used Flash Step to return to Erica’s and Tungsten’s sides. There were still Spiritualists pouring in through the entrance Erica had made.

      “Let’s go,” I said to the pair.

      Erica and Tungsten actually looked at us in surprise. It was pretty amusing to see the way Tungsten’s eyes had gone wide and his jaw hung open. The look of shock etched on his face was something I was sure I’d remember for years to come.

      “I can see now why Erica spoke so highly of you two,” he said with a slow shake of his head. “Come. Everyone else has their mission, and we have ours.”

      Erica nodded her agreement. “We need to reach the ruins at the top of this mountain quickly. The longer we wait, the harder it will be for our forces to maintain their positions.”

      Kari and I gave her an assenting nod, and the four of us began our journey, making our way inward. As we moved, I looked up at the massive mountain looming before us. It had not appeared this ominous the last time Kari and I came through here…
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      Several days passed. I wouldn’t say a lot happened during that time. Lin continued visiting the library every day to study humanity’s written language and I would often join her, though I would sometimes leave her there so I could do my own training. Kari would also occasionally join us at the library when she wasn’t attending the Spiritualist Academy. She seemed to have taken a shine to her role as Lin’s “Big Sister.”

      I had also finally been able to formally introduce Fay to Lin, which had been one of the most interesting first meetings ever. Even though she’d already known about Lin being a Lamia, seeing Lin for the first time in her true form, witnessing her snake-like lower half, was a truly shocking experience for the redhead. That said, I liked to think that the meeting itself went well.

      At present, Lin was studying at the library again. Kari and Fay both had classes at the Spiritualist Academy. Meanwhile, I was walking through the hallways of the Alchemist Association.

      There were a lot more people at the Alchemist Association now. As I walked down the hall, several men and women wearing the purple robes of an alchemist were wandering around as well. Some of them recognized who I was and greeted me with a polite bow. Most, however, just ignored me. I didn’t show up very often, so I didn’t blame anyone for not knowing who I was. I also wasn’t one for standing on ceremony.

      I entered the Refining Hall, where nearly fifty alchemists were working on refining pills, and made my way around the hall along the outer edge. The stations that were set up looked more advanced than I remembered. Rather than simple wooden tables, they were desks with alcoves and drawers to store items. Wandering between these desks was the Alchemist Association Head’s brother and several senior alchemists.

      It looked like the Alchemist Association really was doing well.

      Upon reaching the office to the Head of the Alchemist Association, I knocked on the door, then entered upon receiving a soft “come in” from the other side.

      Feinrea Kunis was standing behind her desk when I entered. Her advanced alchemy set sat on the table like always, and just like the last time I had come here, she was mixing different ingredients together and jotting down how they interacted with each other. As always, the woman was obsessed—er, dedicated to her craft.

      “I see you’re hard at work,” I said while walking up to her desk.

      Her reddish-orange hair shifting as she looked up, Feinrea glanced at me with her doe-like brown eyes. She didn’t seem to notice how her robe had slipped off her frame. I wondered if I should mention that I could see her cleavage, but I didn’t think she cared.

      Feinrea was not a woman who cared about appearances… or anything that didn’t have to do with alchemy.

      “Eryk,” she greeted with a surprised smile. “What brings you here today? If it’s your share of the profits, you should wait until the end of the month.”

      Despite the Alchemist Association doing better financially, this woman was wearing the same shabby robes as before. They did look a little better. It looked like a tailor had fixed them up a bit. They wrapped around her buxom figure, emphasizing her large chest, thin waist, and wide hips. However, I really had to wonder about her lack of care when it came to clothing. I understood she didn’t care for her physical appearance, but I firmly believed it was important to at least maintain a professional image.

      “I’m not here for the money.” I shook my head and smiled. “I’m here because I want to introduce a new alchemy pill into your refining rotation.”

      Feinrea’s eyes lit up, both in surprise and joy, when I mentioned a new alchemy pill. “Does this mean you’re going to teach me how to make it?”

      “I am.” I paused long enough to compose myself. “It is called the Blood Replenishing Pill. It’s used to replenish a person’s blood after they’ve lost too much. I’m sure you can recognize how useful such a pill would be. This one will require completely different ingredients than what we have been using.”

      Feinrea’s body shivered as though she could barely contain her excitement. “What ingredients do you need to make this?”

      “We’re going to be using Eldar Sap as the catalyst for this. I also need Yellow Snapdragons, Wild Geranium, Water Nymph Bone Marrow, Mulberry Tree Milk, Spira Root, Four Tongue Clover, and Ancient Cedar Shavings.”

      Feinrea jotted down the list of ingredients I needed on some parchment, but the more ingredients I listed, the more she frowned. By the time I was done, a disappointed look had crossed the woman’s face.

      “We have most of these ingredients,” she said, the frown she wore growing more pronounced. “However, we are missing the Four Tongue Clover and Water Nymph Bone Marrow. Four Tongue Clover is located fairly deep in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, so it’s pretty rare to come by, and the Water Nymph might only be listed as a C-Rank Demon Beast, but it’s a B-Rank threat. Of course, we can hire some Spiritualists to go out and collect ingredients now, so acquiring them won’t be too much of a problem, but until you showed up, we lacked the money necessary for such a thing. And I never had much reason to hire people since they aren’t used in the pill recipes you gave us.”

      I nodded as I listened to her problem, but I didn’t think this was that big of a deal. In fact, this might be something of a good opportunity.

      “Don’t worry about hiring someone to get those ingredients,” I said to Feinrea. “I will head into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and get them myself.”

      “You will?” Feinrea asked in surprise.

      “Yes.” I smiled at her. “And I plan on taking some people with me.”
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      I returned to the library after checking the apothecary located in the Merchant’s District just in case they had the ingredients the Alchemist Association was missing. They didn’t. I guessed that was to be expected since alchemy had declined so much.

      Why bother gathering ingredients if they were just going to sit in storage until they expired?

      Upon entering the library, the first thing I noticed was the large group of men sitting around the tables. They were all between the ages of… I wanted to say their mid-teens to their early twenties, but it wasn’t like I was the greatest judge of age. Most of them wore the clothing of a commoner. However, there were also a few dressed in silk pants, doublets, and other clothing expected of the nobility. As I walked closer, I was able to pick up the topic of their conversation.

      “Those girls are so hot. Damn. I never would have imagined I’d get to see a sight like this in my lifetime.”

      “I know. Princess Kari, Fay Valstine, and that new Lamia girl. What was her name again? Lin? All three of them are incomparably beautiful.”

      “I wish I could talk to them.”

      “Why don’t you go up to them and try?”

      “Ha! Do you take me for a fool?! I know what would happen if I went up to them. I’d be politely turned away at best. Girls like that aren’t interested in guys like me.”

      “There’s also Eryk Veiger. Don’t forget about him. I heard he’s close to all three of those beauties.”

      “Damn that pretty boy!”

      Listening to the conversation of the boys made me glance at the back of the room, where Fay, Kari, and Lin were all sitting together at a long table. Huh. Classes at the Spiritualist Academy must have ended. I hadn’t realized it was so late.

      It looked like Kari was testing Lin on how well she had memorized humanity’s syllabic letter system. The young Lamia girl was biting her lower lip as she used a quill to write the letters that Kari asked of her. Meanwhile, Fay was watching the two of them with a complicated expression.

      I ignored the boys at the tables and walked past them. They squawked when they realized I’d been standing behind them this whole time, but I honestly didn’t particularly care if they were embarrassed or surprised. Coming up to the table where my three… three… well, I wasn’t really sure what I should call them. Girlfriends? Wives? Fiancées? In either event, I walked up to their table and caught the tail end of Kari’s and Lin’s conversation.

      “You’re doing very well. You’ve already memorized 1,000 of our syllabic letters in just three days. That’s very impressive.”

      “This princess has a very good memory. Saying that, memorizing so many letters is difficult.”

      “But you’re doing a very good job. If you keep this pace up, you’ll have them all memorized in just twelve more days, and then I can begin teaching you how to combine syllables into words and sentences.”

      “This princess is looking forward to that.”

      As the two girls happily chattered like a pair of sisters, Fay spotted me approaching and smiled.

      “Eryk, back from visiting the Alchemist Association?”

      I nodded. “It took less time than I thought it would.”

      “Eryk!”

      “Darling!”

      Kari and Lin greeted me after I’d spoken. While Kari was wearing a broad smile, Lin greeted me with a more haughty demeanor, like a spoiled princess greeting her favored knight, though, from the way her tail happily thumped against the floor, I could tell she was excited.

      “Hey, you two.” I sat down beside them. “How are the lessons going?”

      “Great!” Kari said before she dove into an explanation of how well Lin was doing. It seemed the girl was memorizing our syllable system at a rapid pace, which I was impressed by. It took Ms. Nadine over two years to teach me our syllables.

      “You’re doing a really good job,” I said to Lin with a smile.

      “It is only natural that this princess works hard to learn the written language her husband uses,” Lin muttered as she turned her head. I smiled. For as arrogant and haughty as she sometimes acted, she got embarrassed over simple matters way too easily.

      I spoke with the three girls some more, but it was mostly about inconsequential matters, such as how Fay and Kari’s classes were that day. The two of them told me they were not impressed with their current lessons. According to them, their lessons weren’t advanced enough, which I guessed was because the two of them had already advanced beyond what the Spiritualist Academy normally taught.

      “Before I forget,” I began after they finished telling me about their day, “I wanted to ask about how Dante responded after discovering what happened to Grant.”

      “He… wasn’t very happy with me,” Kari admitted with a bit of a blush. “That said, because I was the one who killed him, Father said he wouldn’t punish you.”

      “Are you being punished?” asked Fay.

      Kari shook her head. “No. I think my third father understands why I did it. He said he wouldn’t punish me, though my first father, Valence, wanted to. He said that what I did was reckless. Dante and Rainer stopped him by reminding him that I wasn’t under orders not to kill Grant.”

      “Has there been any word from the Leucht Family regarding this matter?” I asked as Lin’s tail curled around my left leg.

      “Not yet, though I’m sure they know something has happened by now.” Kari tilted her head and frowned. “I don’t know what they will do, though. There’s no evidence to suggest that Grant was even killed. Even if they discover he died, I’m not sure they will be able to find out who did it.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I knew there was no benefit to mentioning this right now. She could be right. She could be wrong. Only time would tell.

      “Oh!” Kari suddenly sat up straighter. “Before I forget, my third father wanted to speak with you about something.”

      “Dante did?” I leaned back in surprise. “Any idea what he wants to speak to me about?”

      “Not a one, though I imagine it has something to do with our last mission,” Kari said.

      Her words caused me to glance at Fay, whose rescue had been the objective of our mission. She looked a bit red in the face. Perhaps she was also remembering what that mission had been about. I was sure the state we had found her in embarrassed and maybe even shamed her. In either event, this was a pretty fortunate situation.

      “I also need to speak with Dante, so this works out well,” I said.

      “You do?” Now it was Kari’s turn to appear surprised.

      Smiling, I said, “Yes. You see, I need to gather some ingredients from the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and so I was thinking now would be a good opportunity for the four of us to get some experience by journeying outside of Nevaria together.”

      The three girls looked stunned by my declaration, which I had to admit came kind of out of the blue, but I also remembered that exploring the outside world had been one of Kari’s dreams. While Fay and Lin still seemed somewhat shocked, Kari recovered quickly. Her eyes were bright and vibrant, like brilliant stars gleaming in the night sky, and she looked like someone had just told her that her seventeenth birthday had come early.

      “We’re getting to travel outside?! Really?!”

      “You are including this princess in your journey plans, right?”

      “Are you sure traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range is a good idea?”

      All three of them asked me a question at the same time, causing me to give them a strained smile as I raised my hands in a gesture telling them to calm down.

      “Easy there. Let me answer your questions one at a time. I still have to get permission from Dante to let us enter the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Yes, I am including you in my plans, Lin, so long as you want to come with us. And the four of us are sufficiently strong enough to journey into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, Fay. I’ve taken a measure of your respective strengths. Each of you is more than capable of fending for yourselves out there.”

      My words seemed to ease the three girls, though it didn’t calm down Kari’s excitement. She immediately began talking with Fay and Lin about how excited she was. While Lin also appeared enthusiastic about the idea, though she tried hard to hide it (her tail gave her away again), Fay appeared a bit uncertain.

      “Are you worried?” I asked her as she listened to Kari talk about all the things she wanted to see once they traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      “What I really want is to explore the ruins located deeper in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. There are some ruins close by that have already been explored, but I heard there are some closer to the Never-ending Forest that haven’t been explored. There was a rumor once that a group of Spiritualists journeyed to one of those ruins and never returned…” the princess enthused.

      Fay sent me an uncertain smile. “I… well, yes. There are many dangers in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. If we go in there and something happened to Kari…” She gazed at the smiling girl as she spoke to Lin and bit her lip. “… I don’t think I would ever forgive myself if I let her get hurt again.”

      I understood that she was talking about that time when they were younger, how she and Kari had gone outside the walls of Nevaria and were attacked by a pack of low-ranking Demon Beasts. Kari had been seriously injured. It was obvious to me that Fay blamed herself for what happened, but it seemed like she was forgetting something.

      “You two are far stronger now than you were back then.” I reached out and grabbed her hands, which had been sitting on the table. “Not only that, but Lin and I will be going with you. Trust me. So long as the four of us are together, nothing will happen.”

      Fay looked at our hands, then she looked up at me. I was a bit embarrassed by her gaze, partly because I knew why she was giving it to me, but I didn’t let go of her hands. Instead, I tried to infuse my confidence into her through our contact.

      It must have worked because Fay’s smile finally relaxed even as her cheeks turned red. “Yes, you are correct. Thank you, Eryk.”

      “You’re welcome,” I responded simply.

      Since we were more or less done at the library, the four of us packed up our supplies and left. We traveled through the streets of Nevaria. I would have said the streets were crowded, because they were, in fact, filled with many people, but our group had no trouble moving through them. People parted before us as we walked.

      I was sure a part of that was still because of Lin. It had only been a few days since she began traveling around the city, and that was not enough time for humans who had never seen a Lamia before to get used to her presence. However, there was also Kari, the Princess of Nevaria, walking alongside us. Of course, I didn’t disclude myself and Fay. We were fairly well known now thanks to the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but we were definitely overshadowed by our two companions.

      When we arrived at the Nevarian Spiritualist barracks in the Northern District, one of the guards at the front gate directed our group to the commander’s office. It looked the same as I remembered it. However, there was only one person inside this time. It was Dante, sitting with his feet propped up on his desk and a lazy expression on his face. I’d never seen a more lackadaisical individual than him.

      “Oh? So you’ve come, Eryk. I see you’ve brought quite the entourage with you.” Dante glanced at us with an easygoing smile before greeting his daughter. “Kari. You seem to be enjoying yourself.”

      “I am, Father,” Kari said simply. I wondered if her fathers ever got confused since she seemed to call all three of them by that title. How did they know which father she was talking to when there was more than one of them in the room?

      “You said you wanted to speak with me,” I said.

      “I did.” Dante took his boots off the desk. They hit the ground with a dull thump. “I’m sure Kari has already informed you that we have no intention of punishing you for Grant Leucht’s death since you were not the one who killed him. However, I must warn you to be on guard. While we haven’t been able to determine whether or not the Leucht Family is aware of what happened, I wouldn’t put it past them. They seem to know everything that’s happening in Nevaria before even Empress Hilda knows.”

      Nodding at his words, I accepted them for what they were. In truth, I had already planned on being on my guard.

      “I’m sure that’s not the only reason you wanted to speak to me,” I pressed.

      Dante grinned like a boy who’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have. “You’re right. The other thing I wanted to talk to you about is to see if you’re interested in joining the Nevarian Spiritualists. I don’t think I need to tell you how impressed I was with your performance during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. I think you’d make a great addition to our forces.”

      “Your offer is very flattering, but I refuse,” I said.

      “Don’t be so hasty,” Dante said. “Give it some thought before coming to a decision.”

      “I have given it some thought.” I looked at him with a sly smile. “I knew the moment I won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament that people would begin trying to recruit me, but I have no intention of joining any organization, be they the Nevarian Spiritualists, the Imperial Royal Guard, or a mercenary company. I have my own goals and plans.”

      Dante sighed in disappointment. “I see. So you’ve thought about this since before the tournament was even won.”

      “Correct.”

      I already knew I would win, and I already knew what would happen once I won. Nevaria honored the strong. It was all too obvious there would be people who wanted to recruit me after my victory, but I had neither the time nor the desire to join any of those people—including the Nevarian Spiritualists. Joining some organization would only limit the time I could spend on my own plans and goals.

      “Well, I won’t lie and say that isn’t disappointing,” he admitted, scratching the back of his silver hair.

      I shrugged. “Don’t look so glum. While I don’t plan on joining you, I do plan on proposing several ideas to help strengthen Nevaria, which includes making the Nevarian Spiritualists more powerful than they are now.”

      While I was talking to Dante, Kari, Fay, and Lin were having their own conversation. I kept one ear open so I could listen in. It wasn’t eavesdropping since they were right next to me.

      “Is it just me, or has this conversation gotten a little off track?” asked Fay.

      “It is not just you. This princess believes our original purpose for coming here has been forgotten,” Lin added.

      “To be fair, I’m pretty sure this was Father’s reason for requesting him, so it’s not as if this wasn’t his original intent,” Kari said.

      “It seems you have your own reasons for coming to see me,” Dante said when he heard what the three girls were talking about.

      I smiled. “That is correct. I came with a request.”

      Leaning back in his chair, Dante placed his right elbow on the armrest and leaned his head against it. His silver hair shifted. Bright eyes like burnished steel stared at me. The smile on his face still appeared lazy, but it also seemed sharp somehow, like a half-drawn blade.

      “What is your request?”

      Straightening my posture, I calmed my expression and stared into the man’s eyes.

      “I would like you to grant myself, Kari, Fay, and Lin permission to enter the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      Rather than looking shocked, Dante just chuckled tiredly. “Yeah, I figured it was something like that.” His expression grew stern as he stared at all four of us, causing Fay and Lin to straighten their posture. Even Kari stood a little straighter. “Given that you won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament for this reason, I really don’t have any choice but to grant your request. However, I have a caveat that I would like to add before giving you permission.”

      “And that is?” I asked.

      Dante wore a mischievous smile as he said, “That you take my three sons with you.”
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      I wouldn’t say battling through Vahn was more difficult than I assumed it would be, but I wouldn’t lie and say I didn’t think the task would be so tiring either.

      The inside of the city was swarming with Grunts. They were everywhere. They covered the plazas, ran along the roofs, and poured out of the buildings in droves. It truly was a never-ending horde that we found ourselves being forced to cut through.

      While members of the Battling Valkyries and Paladin Sect completed their assigned task of securing specific zones to act as a distraction, myself, Kari, Erica, and Tungsten fought our way up the mountainside.

      The street leading up the mountain was a lot like a spiral. It was just one road that slowly wound up the mountainside. Wide enough that we didn’t have to worry about getting in each other’s way, the four of us fought our way up the mountain.

      Four Grunts blocked my path, rushing toward me with little thought to tactics or subterfuge. I’d learned from experience that these guys weren’t very smart. Their only ability was to use swarm tactics, overwhelming their adversaries with superior numbers. Of course, that wasn’t to say they didn’t know how to fight. They could use weapons like bows, swords, and spears. It was just that none of them were intelligent enough for tactical thinking.

      I used the Flash Step to appear behind the first one. Without looking behind me, I poked the Grunt in the back with my index and ring finger, then channeled my Spiritual Power. Water shot from my fingertips like a spear. It pierced the back of my foe, right where the heart would be on a human, and then disappeared when I stopped channeling Spiritual Power. The Grunt ran for several more steps and then tumbled across the road. It became still seconds later.

      Continuing to move, I switched from using water to lightning, which crackled around my fist as I slammed it into the face of a Grunt trying to attack me with a sword. I couldn’t keep the grimace off my face when the creature’s head exploded. Bits of gore appeared on my hand, but I burned it off with the lightning element. Stepping aside, I let the creature’s forward momentum carry it past me. Like the other one, it crumbled to the ground, rolled a few meters, and then fell off the ledge.

      The last two Grunts managed to swing their weapons before I could stop them. However, I used the Flash Step again. I didn’t travel far. I merely used it to get out of my enemies’ swinging range. To the average eye, it would have looked like I’d simply disappeared and reappeared a few steps away.

      Pointing my hands at the two Grunts, I channeled Spiritual Power to my palms, creating two small spheres of crackling yellow energy. The pale Spiritual Power emitted a faint buzzing sound. I drew my hands back and then pushed the two spheres forward, which sent them crashing into the Grunts’ chests. Loud shrieks erupted from their mouths as the lightning quickly fried them inside and out. The Grunts turned into a pair of smoking, burnt corpses that fell to the ground and remained there.

      Over to my left, Kari was making great use of her talent with a ranseur to defeat her enemies. There were about five in tota—no, now there were four. Kari had just sliced the head off one of her enemies. She moved swiftly, stepping to the left, and then thrusting out her weapon. The tri-pronged tip of her ranseur impaled a Grunt through the throat. She yanked the ranseur out, causing blood to burble from its three new exit wounds. As it futilely tried to staunch the flow of blood, the creature fell to its knees, dropped its arms to its sides, and pitched forward and died.

      After impaling one Grunt, she shuffled along the ground, swung her ranseur in a horizontal arc that left a heavy gash on two more Grunts, and then twirled her weapon around and jabbed the tip behind her. Loud squealing erupted from a Grunt who tried to sneak up on her. Blood spurted from the three holes in its chest as she pulled the weapon out, arcs of crimson trailing through the air.

      Beautiful and deadly.

      The other two, Erica and Tungsten, were equally embroiled in battle. The large man swung his battle axe as though it were made of paper mâché. Every swing removed at least one enemy from the road. Equally powerful and deadly was Erica, who swung her claymore in wide arcs that cleaved the top halves of her enemies from their lower halves. For a woman with such thin arms, she had an awfully powerful swing.

      Unlike myself, the others didn’t really use Spiritual Techniques if they didn’t have to. I imagined they were saving their Spiritual Power for when they really needed it. My power had been growing daily ever since I started training, so I had a bit more to spare. Kari had also theorized that because I didn’t require movement to channel my power, I used less somehow, though we had never been able to confirm this so it remained just a theory.

      “There’s a Beast up ahead!” Tungsten suddenly shouted.

      At his warning, I looked up to see a giant creature stomping toward us. It was at least two meters in height. Bulging muscles covered every centimeter of its dark green body. As it reached us, I saw glowing red eyes narrowed in rage.

      The creature roared as it stomped on the ground. My eyes widened as the shadows beneath me squirmed. I leapt back just as the shadows turned into stakes that tried to skewer me, landing on the ground some distance away. Kari had also managed to avoid being impaled by her own shadow.

      “Kari!”

      “I’ve got this! Protect me while I create an attack that can finish it!”

      While Kari began waving her ranseur to channel Spiritual Power into a big attack, Erica, Tungsten, and I ran up to the Beast and began peppering it with attacks. I slammed my fist into the creature’s chest and sent a powerful burst of lightning into it. This did not seem to do any damage. The Beast roared at me and swung its massive arms, though I leapt backward to dodge as Erica and Tungsten came up on either side of it.

      Erica’s claymore was glowing orange as she swung the weapon. At the same time, Tungsten’s axe was glowing a brilliant whitish green. The two struck the Beast at the same time. A massive explosion of heat and fire engulfed the Beast and the air became distorted. I could feel the heat from here as Erica and Tungsten leapt back.

      “Think that got it?” asked Erica.

      “No.” Tungsten shook his head. “Look.”

      Just as he spoke, the flames dispersed to reveal the Beast was still alive, though it now sported several burns on its chest. It roared at us and began stomping forward. Erica and Tungsten readied their weapons for combat, but I just stood back.

      Kari had finished her attack.

      The Divine Buster Cannon was one of her more powerful attacks. I watched as she thrust her ranseur forward, unleashing a powerful beam of light that slammed into the Beast and pierced its chest. As the light vanished, a large hole appeared where its heart should be, though only a little blood seeped from the wound because the flesh had been cauterized.

      As the Beast teetered back and forth, I used the Flash Step to appear next to it and threw a lightning-enhanced kick into its side, launching the Beast clean off its feet. The Beast soared over the edge of the mountain and disappeared. Even from so high up, I could hear the loud crash as it slammed into the streets below.

      “Let’s keep going,” I suggested as Erica and Tungsten stared strangely at Kari.

      I really had no idea how long it took to reach the summit. It honestly felt like hours to me. The others must have been feeling it as well. After reaching the very top of the mountain, Erica, Kari, and Tungsten were all breathing a lot heavier.

      “I never knew how exhausting dealing with so many small fries could be,” Erica muttered.

      “We were lucky there weren’t that many Elites and only one Beast,” Tungsten agreed.

      “I don’t know about you three, but I could really use a break,” Kari admitted with a sigh. “Though I don’t suppose we can afford to rest here.”

      As she said those words, her eyes turned toward the ruins. Back when she and I first arrived in Vahn, we had assumed this was some kind of temple, and it did indeed look like a temple. The entrance was marked by large steps that were lined with artistically decorated columns on either side. I couldn’t figure out how big these ruins were just by looking at them, but judging from what I knew based on other ruins, they likely extended into the volcano.

      “We cannot,” Tungsten said. “The longer that warp gate remains open, the more enemies we’ll have to deal with.”

      “Speaking of,” I began as I saw several figures race out of the ruins, “it looks like we have company.”

      There were five creatures that emerged from the temple. They weren’t Grunts. Tall and covered in corded muscles, these figures wore rusted armor and carried gigantic swords and axes. Unlike the Grunts, their faces appeared a little more human, though they still had flat noses with slits for nostrils and no eyebrows.

      “It looks like enemies have arrived on our doorstep,” one of them said as he spotted us.

      “It does indeed,” another said with a leer. “And two of them are women.” He licked his lips. “Looks like we will be having fun tonight.”

      While Kari and I hadn’t been too involved with the Cult of the Great Overlord beyond the few battles we’ve had with them in various ruins, I had recognized that none of their kind seemed to have any women. I didn’t know if this was because their race had no women at all or if there was another reason. That said, we had learned that any woman unfortunate enough to be taken by an Elite would be subjected to unspeakable tortures and rape. The few women we had rescued always resembled broken dolls.

      “Kari,” I whispered to my companion.

      Kari smiled as she twirled her ranseur around her body. “I understand. Same tactics as usual?”

      “Yes.” I nodded and directed my attention to Erica and Tungsten. “Leave this to us. It will be over quickly.”

      While Erica and Tungsten looked uncertain, Kari and I didn’t give them time to respond. We accelerated toward the five Elites. Their grinning faces were easily seen even from this distance. I put those looks in the back of my mind, cataloging them under my “wipe from face” category, and then used the Flash Step.

      Unlike when I normally use the Flash Step, this time I had used it to launch myself into the air, appearing over the heads of the five Elites. Kari was still racing toward them on the ground. As I descended, my feet crackled and burst with lightning as I poured Spiritual Power into my limbs. It was enough to create a loud noise that made the Elites look up. However, by that point, it was already too late.

      When I struck the ground, I released all of the energy I had built up. I landed right in the center of their formation, so when the energy was released, it spread across the ground in a ripple of electricity. Of course, outside of the bolts, there was no sign that my attack had done any damage. The only way someone could figure out my attack had done anything was to look at the lightning coiled around the bodies of the Elites.

      “W-why can’t I move?!”

      “W-what is this technique?! Lightning manipulation?!”

      “Impossible! This is elemental manipulation!”

      Our enemies seemed surprised by my lightning manipulation, but I didn’t have time to dwell on their shocked squawking as Kari rushed forward. Her first action upon reaching the enemy lines was to slit the throat of the nearest Elite. Then she spun in a pirouette as blood sprayed from the wound like a fountain, danced around to her next opponent, and impaled him through the heart.

      During this time, I had gathered lightning between my palms, creating a sphere that I thrust into the chest of one Elite. A condensed bolt of lightning exploded from his back. When I pulled my hand away, there was a fist-sized hole in his chest. By this point in time, Kari had already killed her third enemy, having sliced his head clean off with an elegant swing of her ranseur. I finished off the last one by kicking him so hard in the throat that I crushed his larynx.

      None of the opponents fell when they died. My lightning attack had been a technique that forced their muscles into a state of semi-permanent paralysis. The effects would eventually wear off, but now that they were dead, their muscles would become stiff and force them to remain like this until they were disposed of.

      “So this tactic even works on a group of Elites,” Kari murmured as she looked at the five we had killed, blood dripping from her ranseur.

      I shrugged. “Seems so, though I imagine it will only work if they aren’t aware of our tactics.” I smiled at her. “Nice job finishing those three off before they could figure out how to nullify the effects of my lightning.”

      “I should be saying that.” Kari wore a slight smile. “You’ve really improved. Your timing has become much better.”

      Ever since we realized the Cult of the Great Overlord would become a problem for us, we had been creating tactics to deal with them if we ever discovered them in a ruin we were exploring. This was something we’d done immediately after barely escaping with our lives from the ruins we’d explored with Erica and her group on that peninsula.

      As we were talking, Erica and Tungsten came up to us. Both of them looked impressed. That said, they didn’t seem as surprised by our performance at this point.

      “If you were not a man, I would have invited you two to join the Battling Valkyries,” Erica said with a grin.

      “Thank you for the compliment.” I smiled back. A compliment from her was high praise indeed.

      “We should head inside now,” Tungsten said.

      Everyone agreed and we climbed the steps, walked through the entrance, and found ourselves in a large space that looked like a place of worship. Statues of short figures with thick beards stood on either side of the long hall, which was wide enough that I couldn’t accurately judge its size. That said, since it was located on the lip of an inactive volcano, I knew it couldn’t be wider than fifty meters.

      At the end of this hall was a stone statue. Like the others, this was of a man who appeared squatter than a human, with a thick beard and large hands. He sat on a throne and held a massive and intricate axe in one hand. It was much larger than the other statues, maybe even two times the size of the ones we walked past.

      “I really do have to wonder who this person is,” I murmured as I looked at the statue.

      “Perhaps he was a deity worshiped by the civilization before the catastrophe,” Erica suggested.

      “I don’t think deity is the right word,” Kari said. “I’ve explored numerous ruins by this point. Some of them feature the same figure. I believe this man is known as the Great Overlord of the Second Realm. This is what I’ve learned from deciphering the stories told by all the murals I have read. I have no idea what a ‘Great Overlord’ is or what the ‘Second Realm’ is, but according to those same ruins, there are at least seven of these realms, which means there are at least seven Great Overlords.”

      “That’s interesting and all,” Tungsten responded, “but can we focus, please? Save the historical lecture for later.”

      While Kari and I looked at the man in anger, Erica just chuckled. “You’re always so focused on the mission. You realize this is why you can never get a woman to stay with you, right?”

      Tungsten grunted at Erica’s remark, but it seemed to lighten the mood a bit. The four of us quickly took a passage located behind the large statue. It was a hallway that led to a stairwell. As I suspected, these ruins led deeper into the volcano.

      Quite a few enemies were located within these ruins. Most of them were Grunts, but a few were Elites. Dealing with them was not as easy as it had been outside, especially with these narrow hallways. However, Kari and I let Erica and Tungsten take the lead here. They were more skilled in combat than either of us and seemed to know each other well enough to work as a team. I wondered if they had some kind of relationship, or if maybe they’d been in one previously, but the thought left my mind as we finally reached the end.

      The last room we entered was not as massive as the hallway up top, but it was large and contained an elevated platform upon which a mass of swirling darkness hovered. The darkness rotated and crackled with repressed power. It vaguely reminded me of the Warp Gates that we used to reach Midgard from our guild headquarters. Of course, my current focus was not the Warp Gate.

      It was the creature standing before it.

      Massive really did it no justice, for this creature standing on two legs easily towered over us by at least five or six meters. It looked similar to the Elites, but its body was even more muscular and the tusks jutting from its mouth were about the size of a full-grown man. It wasn’t wearing armor nor did it have a weapon. A loincloth was all that covered its modesty, though I wasn’t sure how much good that would do. Furthermore…

      It was glaring right at us with burning crimson eyes.

      “To think there are humans who can make it all the way here,” it said in a rumbling bass voice. “I had not realized there were any among your kind who could still fight on such a—” he paused in mid-sentence as his eyes suddenly focused on me. “YOU! WHY ARE YOU HERE?! TO THINK A DESCENDANT OF THEIR KIND WOULD REMAIN IN THIS REALM!”

      I was flabbergasted as this thing, monster or whatever, recognized me. This was a similar reaction that the Elites had given whenever they focused on me. I still had no idea why though.

      “I see now! So this is why you were able to make it so far!” The creature roared as he stomped toward us. “I shall wipe you from the face of the map! Know the name of Zadram, Warlord of the Sekbeist, and lament your misfortune!”

      While all four of us were confused, we didn’t have the time to ponder this monster’s strange words. With a mighty roar that shook the room, this creature, Zadram, held out his left arm. Darkness crackled around the arm. It looked like black lightning, but a strange feeling of ominousness rose within me at the sight, which wouldn’t have happened if this was ordinary lightning. The darkness sparked and flashed as it coalesced together, forming the shape of a massive broadsword that was easily two times larger than I was.

      Another roar echoed around the chamber as Zadram rushed toward us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Heading into the Demon Beast Mountain Range wasn’t as simple as just getting up and walking there. The name “Demon Beast Mountain Range” came from the fact that hordes of Demon Beasts made it their home. In all the continent, there wasn’t a single place with more Demon Beasts living there than this mountain range, and the deeper one traveled into it, the more dangerous the Demon Beasts became.

      I wasn’t sure if anyone had ever explored the Demon Beast Mountain Range’s depths. Even back in my previous life, I hadn’t gone beyond the area where a few S-Rank Demon Beasts roamed. All I knew was that in order to explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range, it was important to plan for an extended excursion. That meant plotting a route, gathering supplies, and dealing with matters such as logistics, battle formations, and pre-planned tactics.

      Because I had been given permission to take Kari into the Demon Beast Mountain Range with the caveat that I take Kari’s three brothers with me, I was currently in the process of plotting a route alongside Earland, Mykkel, and Geirolf.

      The four of us were standing inside of an unused room within the Imperial Royal Palace. It wasn’t a large room, but it could fit several dozen people. A square table with a map of Nevaria and the Demon Beast Mountain Range sat in the center. Of course, the Demon Beast Mountain Range portion of the map was incomplete. All four of us were standing around the map.

      “Since your goal in this excursion is to gather Four Tongue Clover and Water Nymph Bone Marrow, I would recommend this route here,” Mykkel said as he drew a finger across the map. “This route leads to a forest with a lake called Water Nymph Lake. You’ll find Water Nymphs there. The Four Tongue Clover is located… I think around here.” He tapped a spot several kilometers away from the first ravine just outside of Demon Beast Pass. “There’s a cave that was discovered here some time ago. I’m told Four Tongue Clovers only grow in dark, damp places, so I suspect we’ll find some in this cave.”

      Earland, Mykkel, and Geirolf were all relatively experienced when it came to exploring. They had been to the Demon Beast Mountain Range several times, both on excursions with other parties and with their fathers. Mykkel had even led several teams before.

      Mykkel ran a hand through his long red hair, which was tied with a leather cord near the bottom. His hair wasn’t as red as Fay’s. It was more of a russet color. He looked up, green eyes flashing. There was a question in his gaze.

      I nodded. “There should be Four Tongue Clovers there.” There were in my previous life.

      He nodded back. However, as the two of us seemingly agreed on a route, Geirolf interrupted us.

      “That way is going to take too long. I say we cut straight down the middle like this.” After finishing his words, he drew a finger straight through the map.

      “There’s no way we can do that,” Mykkel replied in a mild voice. “Disregarding the fact that the geography is too dangerous in this area to safely pass through, there are several B-Rank Demon Beasts located that way.”

      “Hmph. I could destroy those Demon Beasts without a problem,” Geirolf made this bold declaration with his arms crossed.

      “You are very arrogant, aren’t you?” I said.

      “What was that?!”

      “Traveling straight through would be a foolish endeavor, even if you could defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast,” I told him with a heavy emphasis on the words “A-Rank.” “Our goal isn’t to fight a bunch of Demon Beasts. It’s to gather ingredients that I need to use for my alchemy. The only ones we have to fight are the Water Nymphs, and those are C-Rank Demon Beast on their own. What’s more, Water Nymphs often form communities, so we probably won’t be fighting against just one but several, which will bump up their threat ranking to B-Rank. There’s no need to add more danger to our task.”

      “Hmph!” Geirolf snorted through his nose. “You’re just a coward.”

      “Please pay my younger brother no mind.” Mykkel smiled at me. “He’s always like this.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t take any offense to his words,” I said with a shrug. The arrogant words of a child who hadn’t experienced true terror meant very little to me.

      Mykkel and I were doing most of the planning when it came to which route we would take. Earland, the most silent of the three brothers, didn’t say anything, and Geirolf, outside of making arrogant comments about his superior abilities, mostly let us do the planning.

      According to our calculations, it would take about one day of traveling to reach the ravine and another two days to reach the lake. This was, of course, going under the assumption that nothing unforeseen happened.

      “By the way,” Mykkel began as we finished going through the initial stages of our plan, “where are Kari, Fay, and the Lamia girl… um, Lin, wasn’t it? Where did they go?”

      “They’re gathering supplies,” I said. “I asked them to buy eight days’ worth of seasoning for approximately ten people, a tent, and sleeping bags.”

      All three brothers frowned at me, making me wonder if I had said something wrong, but then Earland, with his brow furrowed, asked, “I understand the tent and the sleeping bags, but why the seasoning?”

      “Because I hate rations,” I admitted. “If I’m going to eat something, I’d prefer to catch our food and use seasonings while roasting it over an open fire. Also, seasonings have less volume and mass than rations, so they are easier to carry.”

      There was a long, awkward silence as the three stared at me like I had just said something profound. Even Earland, the almost always silent and most stoic of the brothers, looked flabbergasted.

      “Hmph.” Geirolf finally huffed. “It seems even you can have some good ideas every so often. I applaud you for your ingenious way of thinking.”

      “Thanks,” I said with just a touch of dryness in my voice.

      While we continued planning, the three girls arrived with a sack filled with seasonings, four sleeping bags, and a large tent made of Demon Beast hide. After setting everything down near the door, they walked over to the table. Kari took my left, Fay my right, and Lin used her snake tail to elevate herself above me and set her chin on the crown of my head. I noticed almost immediately that Geirolf was staring at Fay.

      Oh, boy.

      “How’s the planning going?” asked an extremely bubbly Kari. She hadn’t stopped smiling since two days ago when Dante had given us permission to leave Nevaria. Her excitement was infectious.

      “We’ve already planned out the route we’re going to take.” I drew my finger along the map to show her which route we were taking. “It’ll be a six- or seven-day trip.”

      “So we’ll be camping out?!” Kari’s eyes were sparkling. They were so bright I thought I might be blinded if I looked at them directly. “This is so exciting! I can’t believe I’m finally going to travel outside of Nevaria!”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Geirolf muttered, only to be silenced when Kari and Fay stared at him.

      “Have we determined things like who will get first watch during the night?” asked Fay, ever the pragmatist.

      “You don’t need to worry about that.” Geirolf puffed out his chest. “I’m willing to watch you all night.”

      I wondered if he realized he just admitted that he intended to watch Fay while she slept, which I would put on the same level of creepy as being a stalker, but I wasn’t comfortable enough to ask. I was sure he’d just mixed up his words. He’d probably meant to say he’d keep watch all night. At least, that was what I hoped.

      “Having one person keep watch the whole time sounds impractical and could lead to you becoming useless should we end up fighting a Demon Beast,” Fay said. “Wouldn’t it be better if we assigned at least four or five people to keep watch in shifts?”

      As Geirolf deflated like sails without wind, Mykkel chuckled into his hand and said, “We haven’t gotten as far as planning who will take watch yet, but since you, Kari, Lin, and Eryk haven’t traveled through the Demon Beast Mountain Range before, I think it would be best if the three of us took watch for the first two nights at least. We can add you all into the rotation once you’ve become accustomed to traveling.”

      Fay accepted Mykkel’s explanation with a nod. Meanwhile, Geirolf looked like someone had shot an arrow into his chest.

      “This princess won’t be able to keep watch well,” Lin admitted. “Lamia are cold-blooded. Our bodies grow sluggish during the night.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind,” Mykkel said.

      The plan was mostly complete now. We had our route, we had a basic plan for dealing with the Water Nymphs, and we had the supplies we’d need to survive in the wilderness. I’d actually done some shopping the day before with Lin and acquired a crossbow with some arrows, which would eventually be coated with home-brewed paralytic poison. They would be enough to deal with any D-Rank Demon Beasts we came across.

      As the meeting began winding to a close, Earland, who only spoke up a few times, turned to look at me. “Now that we have almost everything planned out, I would like to request something of you.”

      “Of me? What kind of request do you have?” I asked with a frown.

      Earland nodded. “I witnessed your battles during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but I would like to get a feel for how you fight myself.”

      “So… you wish to challenge me?” I sighed when Earland nodded. “I don’t have the Dragon's Tail Ruler with me, but sure. Why not?”

      Since I had accepted Earland’s challenge, all of us walked into a courtyard that I could tell from the weapon racks situated along the wall was used as a training ground. It was a large space located somewhere in the middle of the Imperial Royal Palace. There was no roof over our heads. The bright and clear sky was visible, as were the several towers jutting from the palace.

      Earland went over to the weapon’s rack and grabbed two broadswords. He handed one to me, but I shook my head and pushed it back.

      “I can’t use weapons like this,” I admitted. “I’m not very good at wielding them.”

      I had used broadswords before, of course, but that was a long time ago, back when Kari had first trained me. What’s more, standard broadswords like this couldn’t withstand my Spiritual Power. Even the current Dragon's Tail Ruler I had the blacksmith create for me would break if I channeled too much through it.

      Earland said nothing as he took the sword back and put it against the rack. He walked until he was standing about ten meters distance from me. While he was preparing himself, Kari, Fay, Lin, Mykkel, and Geirolf stood off to the side and waited for the battle to begin on bated breath.

      “I’m ready whenever you are,” I said to Earland, who nodded once before setting himself in a standard sword-fighting stance. It was a two-handed stance. The sword was in front of him, his knees were bent, and his shoulders squared.

      I didn’t get into a stance.

      Earland was the one who started things off, racing toward me on surprisingly swift feet. He closed the distance between us and swung his sword in a horizontal arc. I channeled Spiritual Power through my index finger and used it to block the sword, which glanced off with a loud clang as though it had struck metal. Earland stumbled back in surprise.

      “How are you doing that?” he asked.

      “I’m just channeling Spiritual Power through my finger,” I said, wagging my index finger back and forth. “It’s a simple hardening technique that doesn’t use any element. Of course, it’s not as good as a defense technique that uses the earth element, but…” I trailed off and smiled. “Well, it’s good enough for melee combat, I suppose.”

      Frowning at me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t solve, Earland came in again with several swift swings. His first attack was a vertical swing. I didn’t bother blocking this one and stepped aside to let it sail past me. My opponent seemed to have anticipated this, for he stopped his swing, changed the angle of his blade with a rotation of his wrists, and swung at me in a diagonal slash. This time I brought my finger up again.

      Clang! Clangclangclangclangclang!

      He attacked me several more times, but I blocked each attack as they came. After a while, I felt his Spiritual Power surge as a fiery aura covered his body. His flames were red and blue. Even from a distance of one meter, I could feel the heat, which made sweat break out on my skin. I was forced to channel the water element through my body to keep cool.

      Now with his aura covering his body, he spun around in a circle, his sword sparking as it dragged along the ground, and swung at me again. Flames erupted from his blade. It was shaped like a powerful crescent. I guessed the spinning plus the friction created from dragging his sword along the ground was the movement necessary to create this technique.

      I raised my hand, creating a simple blade of water that extended to about twenty centimeters. My eyes narrowed as I waited for the fire to reach me. Then I brought my blade down and cut the crescent flame in half. With nothing holding it together, the attack sputtered out and died behind me.

      But Earland wasn’t done.

      He was swinging his blade while moving in a strange spinning pattern, and each time he swung, another crescent of flames shot from his sword. I was forced to maintain my water sword and cut through each flame as they came at me. I couldn’t help but be impressed. This attack was only a C-rank Spiritual Fire Technique, but if he learned how to fire them off ceaselessly or even combine them into one attack, it could become as strong as a B-rank technique.

      After realizing this man had quite a bit of Spiritual Power—his attacks weren’t stopping—I decided to end things. I continued slicing apart his Spiritual Fire Technique, Crescent Flame, and began walking toward him. Two meters. One meter. I could feel the heat of his Spiritual Aura as I came closer, but the thin coating of water covering my body kept me from sweating.

      Just as I reached the half a meter mark, Earland stopped shooting crescent flames at me and thrust out his sword instead. A massive fireball erupted from the tip of his sword. It was easily half a meter or so wide. While I was a little surprised, I still reacted in time, dismissing my sword, coating my fist in water, and punching the fireball.

      Steam exploded in all directions when my fist struck the fireball. It covered me and also kept me from seeing outside. I figured that had been Earland’s intent, so I quickly used the Flash Step to appear two meters from where I had been. Just as I did this, Earland burst out through the other side, a confused expression on his face. I used his bafflement to Flash Step beside him. My hand was already coated in a blade of water, which I put to his neck.

      Earland froze.

      “Have you been able to take sufficient measure of my skills?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He nodded. “You really do have incredible talent. I don’t think you will have a problem fighting any of the Demon Beasts we might encounter on our journey.”

      The short duel ended with relative ease. Granted, I was sure Earland hadn’t gone all out, but even if he had, it would have ended the same way.

      Glancing up at the sky, I found myself hoping our journey through the Demon Beast Mountain Range would be this sunny.
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      Zadram lifted the massive sword over his head and brought it down so hard and so fast the very atmosphere seemed to shriek in agony as it was cut. Erica and Tungsten could do nothing but stare at the descending blade of darkness with wide eyes, perhaps because they weren’t used to moving at high speed, but Kari and I could, at the very least, see the blade’s trajectory as it sliced through the air.

      That meant we could react.

      We grabbed the two and used the Flash Step to disappear from the area where Zadram’s blade descended, and it was a very good thing we did. The entire building shook as the blade slammed into the ground, but then, rather than simply destroying the ground, it seemed to consume the area around it. I couldn’t really describe what was happening. It was as if the floor around the sword was being broken down into particles and absorbed into the sword. What remained after Zadram removed his blade was a massive three-meter-long trench.

      “What the… what kind of attack is that?” Tungsten asked of no one in particular.

      “It looks like the darkness element,” Erica muttered. “But I’ve never… seen anything quite like this before.”

      “Whatever it is, that sword is very powerful,” Kari said. “If we get hit with that technique, we’re dead.”

      Zadram seemed to have realized his attack hadn’t destroyed us, for he turned around and narrowed his eyes in rage when they landed on us standing several dozen meters away.

      “You are awfully fast for humans,” he snarled. “However, speed alone is not enough to defeat a Sekbeist Warlord!”

      The term “Sekbeist Warlord” wasn’t something I was familiar with, but I knew that now wasn’t the time to think about that. Zadram caused the world around us to shake again with his mighty footsteps. He was charging right at us with the intent to kill.

      “You two get back!” I snapped at Erica and Tungsten. “Find a safe place to observe the battle and attack only when you’re certain you can hit this guy! Kari and I will provide the distraction!”

      I was sure neither of them appreciated me snapping off orders at them, but I didn’t give either one time to respond. Using the Flash Step, I closed the distance between myself and this giant. However, this time, I didn’t just propel myself right over to him but moved in a zigzag pattern that kept his eyes on me.

      While I was moving toward him using the Flash Step to disappear and reappear, I channeled mass quantities of Spiritual Power into my right hand. A loud buzzing sound echoed all around me. Power surged through my body, agglomerating along my hand before I expelled it outward. A bright flash of light appeared as the sound of crackling thunder echoed throughout the room. It was just a prelude. With that noise and flash, lightning burst from my hand and took the shape of a massive sword, which I didn’t hesitate to swing at Zadram’s left leg.

      A loud CRACKLE sound like the popping of a hundred joints caused my eardrums to burst. My massive lightning blade, something I had created just on a whim because I had seen Zadram make something similar, slammed into the exposed leg but didn’t break the skin. Sparks exploded all over the leg. The smell of burnt flesh filled my nose. However, the leg remained perfectly intact.

      “That tickles,” Zadram said before he swung his sword at me.

      I used the Flash Step to evade the attack. Like before, the sword didn’t just carve a deep line into the ground, it seemed to eat the ground away. Even as I watched, the ground was eroded, turning into particles that were absorbed into the sword as if it were a void. I couldn’t even figure out how such a power worked.

      While I had been keeping Zadram distracted, Kari had used the Flash Step to appear behind our gigantic foe. Her body moved in a circular dance that involved twirling her ranseur around in complicated patterns. The result, however, was that the tip of her weapon picked up a vibrant golden glow.

      Perhaps sensing the use of the light element, or maybe just seeing the light, Zadram turned around and spotted Kari. His eyes went wide. For just a moment, I thought something closely resembling fear appeared in his eyes, but then he was rushing toward Kari with large, thundering strides.

      “As if I’d let you attack her!”

      Once again disappearing, I used multiple Flash Steps to not only catch up to the giant, but to also appear in front of his eyes. I created another weapon out of lightning, a spear this time. Then I threw it at Zadram’s exposed eyes. They must have been one of his only weaknesses because my spear went straight through his right eye, penetrating it with a burst of lightning and a spray of gore.

      “GRRRRRAAAAAAAA!!!”

      Zadram stumbled back as he held his hands to his now bleeding and hopefully useless eye. His only remaining eye, which burned a bloody crimson, glared at me with a hatred that shook me to my core.

      “DAMN YOU! DAMN! DAMN! DAMN! I’LL KILL YOU!”

      I landed on the ground and glanced back at Kari, who was still dancing. By now, her ranseur tip was glowing so brightly I could barely look at it. That meant her attack was almost done.

      When I turned back around, it was to see Tungsten and Erica launching a combination attack. Tungsten swung his battle axe around, generating a massive tornado that tore through the room and struck Zadram, engulfing the giant. That was when Erica swung her claymore. She raced forward, dragging the weapon along the ground to generate a massive number of sparks, then she pulled it forward and unleashed a powerful explosion of fire that crashed against the tornado and ignited it.

      What appeared before us was a massive firestorm. A sweltering heat filled the room as the firestorm blazed without relent. My body burst with sweat despite the distance between me and the combination attack. I could only imagine how hot it was to be in the center of it all.

      “AAAAAAHHHH HYAAAAAA!”

      It looked like the attack was effective at first, but then Zadram screamed and, after enclosing his arms protectively around his face, he swung them wide. His actions generated a powerful wind that forcibly dispelled the fire tornado. I noticed right away that while the attack didn’t seem to have injured him, his sword was gone.

      Zadram didn’t even bother creating a new sword. He swung his right leg at Tungsten, who tried to block the attack with his battle axe, but the giant obviously had the advantage. I couldn’t even try to warn the guy. The foot struck his battle axe, which was then smashed into Tungsten’s chest as he was lifted off his feet and blasted through the air. He struck the ground some meters away and rolled across the floor.

      The giant turned his attention to Erica, but she danced between his legs when he attempted to kick her as well. Zadram roared in frustration as he moved about with wild, ungraceful motions. Erica wasn’t fast, but she was very nimble as she darted between the creature’s legs. Her massive claymore was glowing bright orange as she took every opportunity she could to swing her blade at Zadram.

      Unfortunately, darting between a giant enemy’s legs like that would only work for so long. Zadram, his face red with rage, slammed his feet into the ground. At that moment, the shadows all around Erica suddenly shot from the ground, transforming into multiple spears. Erica squawked in surprise as she stumbled to avoid them. She tripped and was forced to catch herself. However, while this did allow her to avoid being impaled, the act left her defenseless for a split second, and that was all Zadram needed to stomp on her.

      “Damn it!”

      As his foot descended toward the now defenseless Erica, I made quick use of the Flash Step to appear beside the woman and push her away. Then I lifted my hands above my head and channeled lightning through my body. My thoughts were that I could strengthen myself if I sped up my neural synapses. Unfortunately, I wasn’t prepared for the pain and damage it could cause.

      Blood welled up inside of my throat as my insides were fried. It felt like every nerve in my body had suddenly been stuck with a scalding hot branding iron. The pain was so intense that I almost blacked out, but I forced myself to push past it and focus on the descending foot.

      It soon made contact with my hands, and a groan immediately escaped my lips as the incredible pressure of someone trying to squash me with their weight forced me to my knees. Gritting my teeth, I struggled to remain standing, but the stonework beneath my feet cracked apart, showing me just how much raw power this Sekbeist Warlord had. A sense of hopelessness washed over me. There was no way I could keep this up for long.

      “ERYK! I’M READY!”

      At that exact moment, Kari finished generating and channeling enough Spiritual Power to unleash her Spiritual Light Technique. The tip of her ranseur was now glowing so brightly it was almost like staring directly into the sun. Without so much as a “by your leave,” Kari swung the spear down and thrust it out.

      What tore from Kari’s weapon was a massive beam at least three meters across. The attack slammed into Zadram, who had no time to do anything much less defend himself. A loud scream tore through the air and the weight threatening to crush me suddenly left. I glanced over to see Zadram crashing into the pillar where the Warp Gate was located. Cracks and abrasions spread across it as the beam continued pushing against him. Nearly a minute passed before the beam dispersed, and when it did, I was finally able to see what happened to Zadram.

      The man… Sekbeist Warlord… seemed to be dead. His body was embedded into the pillar, unmoving. Black smoke wafted off his body, which was covered in third-degree burns. His flesh was boiling in some areas, and I could even see muscle tissue pulsating in others. He didn’t seem to be breathing. I certainly couldn’t see him surviving something like that.

      “Ha… ha…”

      Loud breathing reached my ears, causing me to turn my head. Kari had planted her ranseur into the ground. She was using it as a cane as she breathed in heavy pants, her shoulders hunched and her eyes conveying exhaustion.

      I went over to her. “You okay?”

      “Y-yes…” Kari rasped. “I’m just… tired… using A-rank Spiritual Light Techniques really takes a lot out of a girl.”

      “I imagine so,” I replied. “You did good, though.”

      Kari chuckled at me. “Thanks.”

      During the time where Kari and I were talking, Tungsten recovered from where he’d fallen, stood to his feet, and made his way over to Zadram. Erica was already there. After a moment of hesitation, Kari and I followed.

      “Is he… dead?” Erica wondered out loud.

      “It doesn’t look like he is breathing,” Tungsten mumbled.

      “He’s dead,” I confirmed, furrowing my brow. “I can’t feel his Spiritual Power anymore. All that’s left is some Spiritual Residue that remains after someone dies.”

      Erica nodded, though her gaze was on Kari. “That was some attack. I hadn’t realized you had such a powerful Spiritual Technique on you.”

      Kari blushed a bit, but she still puffed out her chest with pride as she answered. “That technique is the only A-rank Spiritual Technique I know. I compress all of my Spiritual Power into the tip of my ranseur and then release it. The result is that beam you saw. However, since the attack really does use all of my Spiritual Power, I can only use it once before I need to rest.”

      “That could almost be an S-rank Spiritual Technique,” Tungsten murmured as he gave Kari an appraising eye. “It’s a powerful ability.”

      Kari rubbed the back of her head at all the praise she was getting, but neither she, nor I, nor Erica, or Tungsten was given a chance to celebrate.

      Several large chunks of rock fell off the elevated platform. The cracks near the crater formed around Zadran’s body spread and caused more of the platform to break off. Before any one of us realized the danger we were in, the entire thing came crumbling down. The Warp Gate located at the top also struck the ground. Rather than dissolve, however, the black mass of energy undulated.

      “This isn’t good!” Kari shouted as her eyes grew wide. “The Warp Gate has been disrupted! We have to get out of here before—”

      However, that was all Kari could say. In the next moment, the black energy that should have been contained by the rune array etched into the Warp Gate expanded, engulfing myself, Kari, Erica, and Tungsten. The last thing I saw was Kari reaching out to me.

      Then the world turned black.
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      While we had plotted a route and gathered the supplies we’d need for our journey, there was still something I needed to do, which was why I’d grabbed Kari, Fay, and Lin the morning after my spar against Earland. It was fairly early in the morning. Fay was staying at the Imperial Royal Palace with Kari right now, so Lin and I met with them near the base of the mountain.

      “Good morning, you two,” I greeted them with a smile.

      Kari beamed back at me. “Good morning!”

      She was wearing armor that day, which I believed was going to be part of her ensemble during this excursion. It was a simple leather chestplate, vambraces, and greaves. The leather had a lacquered finish so it was glossy and reflected the sunlight. A black shirt hid underneath her armor, she wore a skirt instead of pants, and black stockings climbed up her knees. There was a small gap between her skirt and stockings that revealed milky skin.

      “You seem pretty excited,” Lin muttered as she yawned. “This princess doesn’t understand how you can be so energetic so early in the morning.”

      “What I don’t understand is how she can still be this energetic.” Fay glanced at Kari with something of a grimace. “I’m not sure she even slept last night.”

      Fay wore her normal clothes. A sleeveless blue shirt wrapped tightly around her chest, but it had a diamond-shaped cutout that exposed some of her cleavage. Likewise, her flat, toned stomach was laid bare. Light blue pants made out of a sturdy material conformed to her hips and legs, which were cinched at the waist with a belt, and flowed into a pair of gray boots.

      “I did get some sleep.” Kari’s cheeks burned a mild shade of red. “It’s just… we’re only two days away from our excursion into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I can’t help but be excited.”

      “You always did love exploring,” Fay said with a tired smile.

      As I watched Fay and Kari speak, something in my chest stirred. This was a sight I’d actually seen before—not Kari and Fay speaking excitedly, but Kari getting excited about exploring a place she’d never been to. However, what I remembered from my previous life and what I saw now felt completely different. Kari seemed to have become several times more vibrant than she had in my previous life.

      Was this a result of the tragedies in my previous life not coming to fruition?

      I could only thank the nine realms that I had been able to avoid letting what happened in my past happen again.

      “Is exploring this mountain range really that fun?” asked Lin.

      “Exploring anywhere is fun,” Kari said as she crossed her arms. “Don’t you enjoy going to new places and trying new things?”

      Lin thought on that for a moment, her lips pursing, and then she slowly nodded. “This princess understands where you are coming from. Seeing new things can be interesting. It is like when this princess became curious about humans and decided to watch them from afar back in the Endless Desert.”

      While I would have loved to let them talk like this for longer, I knew we needed to get going. “Let’s talk while we move. Have you two had breakfast yet?”

      “Yes,” Fay said. “We ate something before leaving the Imperial Royal Palace.”

      I nodded as the four of us set off, traveling from the base of the mountain and making our way deeper into the city. The mountain was surrounded by a stone road. Buildings were on the other side of this road. Since the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace sat was literally dead center in the city, four large roads started from there and crossed the city, dividing it into four different sections. I lived in the Northern District, which was nicknamed the Peasant Quarters because most people who lived there were poor. The Merchant’s District was located in the east.

      The Merchants District was where we were heading.

      While the morning was indeed quite early, it wasn’t so early that the people hadn’t gotten a start on their day. There was plenty of traffic. People walked along both sides of the roads, which were either made of cobblestone or bricks, and several carriages were pulled along by either Mares or Mastadons.

      Our group got plenty of attention. That was nothing new, and so I tried not to let it bother me. The four of us chatted about mostly inconsequential matters. Kari was telling us what she knew about the Demon Beast Mountain Range, describing what sort of monsters we could expect to encounter in the region we were traveling to.

      “The most common type of Demon Beast in the area we’re heading is the Dire Wolf. They are large wolves that have gray and white fur and red eyes. I wouldn’t say they are powerful since they’re merely D-Rank Demon Beasts, but they always travel in packs and are very cunning. Mykkel said they like to use ambushes to kill their prey. There are also Crystal Snakes, but they aren’t as numerous as Dire Wolves.”

      “You seem to know a lot about the Demon Beasts there,” Fay said.

      “Of course!” Kari exclaimed with an enthusiastic smile. “I’ve always wanted to explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range, but since Mother forbade it, all I could do was study it by reading books.”

      “This princess has not fought many Demon Beasts,” Lin said with a frown. “Are they difficult to kill?”

      “It depends on the rank,” Kari lectured. “F-Rank Demon Beasts are mostly harmless like those Mares you see pulling that carriage. E-Rank Demon Beasts are also generally harmless, though there are a few that have attacked humans when provoked. D and C-Rank Demon Beasts tend to be aggressive and violent, but a Spiritualist who has reached the First Stage of Spiritualism can defeat them if they have enough talent. It’s the B-Rank Demon Beasts and above that can be problematic.”

      Kari looked like she was having a lot of fun explaining what she knew, but that was just Kari being Kari. She always did love telling other people about what she’d discovered or what she knew. Tungsten had hated it, but I believed that was because he often only saw her on missions. Erica seemed to find it amusing.

      “B-Rank Demon Beasts often require a squadron of Nevarian Spiritualists to defeat, but they can be beaten with good tactics and powerful Spiritual Techniques.” Continuing her lecture as we turned down a road that led to a town square, Kari walked backward so she could face us. “The A-Rank Demon Beasts are the strongest we’ve seen so far. They’re so powerful that it’s often said they are undefeatable. The Nevarian Spiritualists have been ordered to run away if they see one.”

      “If I’m not mistaken, your mother defeated an A-Rank Demon Beast, correct?” I asked Kari.

      “Yes!” Kari nodded. “However, it wasn’t as if she did it on her own. This was back when my father was her only husband. I’m told the two of them traveled deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range together and took one down with just the two of them.”

      “That’s still fairly impressive,” I admitted. It wasn’t like just anyone could defeat an A-Rank Demon Beast. Even in Midgard, the number of people who could take one down on their own could be counted with both hands. Erica, Tungsten, myself… and Kari before the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm killed her. There were, of course, a few others, but the ones I just listed were the people I knew for a fact had killed A-Rank Demon Beasts by themselves.

      “Mother is very strong,” Kari agreed.

      We soon reached the store that I had been intending for us to shop at. It was, of course, the smithy belonging to the blacksmith I’d commissioned to create both those cylinders I used for weight training and the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. He wasn’t the best blacksmith I’d seen. That said, in a city like Nevaria, he was probably one of the better ones.

      The large blacksmith was hammering away at a hunk of metal near the forge when we entered. The molten iron glowed and sparks issued from it with each pounding of his hammer. It seemed like he hadn’t noticed us come in, so I directed our group over to where the weapons were sitting on racks and hanging from the walls.

      “So this is where you wanted to take us?” Fay asked with a frown.

      “That’s right.” I gestured toward her and Lin. “Kari already has a powerful weapon, and I have my Dragon’s Tail Ruler, but you two don’t have any weapons yet. If you’re going to be traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, then you will need a weapon. You can’t rely on just your fists.”
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Fay bit her lip, a conflicted expression crossing her face, but Lin merely crossed her arms. The haughty look she wore vaguely reminded me of someone. I couldn’t place who, though. Well, they probably didn’t matter if I couldn’t remember them.

      “This princess doesn’t need a weapon.” Before I could chide her, Lin held out her hand. Dark purple energy gathered around it. A strong Spiritual Power erupted from her, causing the back of my neck to prickle, and then, before long, Lin was holding a purple whip made entirely of Spiritual Power. “This princess was born with exceptionally strong Spiritual Power. She can form weapons merely by thinking about them. Of course, this is mostly limited to weapons that have a serpentine appearance.”

      “I’m surprised,” I muttered. “I knew Lamia were able to use Spiritual Techniques that created things like ethereal snakes and the like, but I didn’t realize you could create weapons too.”

      “Most can’t.” Lin shook her head. “This princess is special.”

      “I see.”

      I guess this girl really was something special, though all that did was make me wonder about her origins. Even though I lived with her, I still knew nothing about her past, not who she was or where she came from. All I knew was her name and that she referred to herself as “this princess” when she spoke.

      “Eryk,” Fay suddenly called out. “Um… I don’t really know if a weapon would suit me. I’ve never trained in their use, after all.”

      Placing a hand on Fay’s shoulder, I gave her what I believed was a reassuring look as I said, “Don’t worry. I actually have the perfect idea for your weapon.” I removed my hand and walked over to the weapon racks. “You seem to be thinking of weapons in narrow terms like swords, spears, axes, and war hammers, but it’s not like those are the only kinds of weapons available. Do you not remember that some of the people who fought in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament also wore gauntlets?”

      “Ah!” Fay’s eyes widened as I mentioned the other brawlers who used steel gauntlets to increase their attack power. She went into her version of “deep thinking” and nodded several times. “I get it now. You want to find a pair of gauntlets that I can use to enhance the strength of my punches.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      This smithy did have several such gauntlets hanging from the walls, though I didn’t want to get her something like the ones I saw there. It wasn’t that they were terrible. However, they weren’t up to my standards. What’s more, it didn’t look like they were made specifically for brawlers.

      As this thought crossed my mind, the blacksmith finally stopped pounding at his slab of metal and dunked it into the nearby barrel of water to cool it off. Steam erupted from the barrel, but he didn’t seem to mind, waiting for several seconds before pulling it out. He inspected the blade, nodded, and set it aside. Then he turned to us.

      “You’re back again, kid,” he grunted as he eyed the three girls with me. He looked at Lin’s snake tail for a long while, but then he turned toward Kari, and his expression immediately stiffened. “Princess Kari?” He immediately came up to us and knelt before the princess. “I apologize for making you wait. What can I do for you?”

      Kari didn’t look too thrilled at being called “Princess Kari” or having this man kneel to her, but she also seemed to have accepted that this was how things were. She gave the man a polite smile as she said, “We’re looking for a pair of gauntlets that my friend can use to increase the damage she does to her enemies. None of the ones you have on the wall here are a good fit. Do you have anything that might work for her?”

      As she spoke, Kari gestured to Fay, who looked pretty out of place. The blacksmith looked at Fay with a slight, contemplative frown. He glanced at her shoulders and arms, and then at her hands. It looked like he was studying her build.

      “I think I have something in the back that she might be able to use,” he said. “Give me one moment while I fetch it.”

      He went back over to the backroom just past the forge. There were several large crates located in the far back, and he searched through them. Several minutes passed, and then he reached into one of the crates and came back, holding a pair of gauntlets in his hands.

      Made from gleaming steel segments, the gauntlets appeared to offer freedom of movement thanks to them being made from overlapping metal plates. Similar to how plates ran up the forearm in segments, the fingers were also protected via three metal plates, which moved into a set of golden knuckles. There was a rune etched onto each knuckle.

      Kano.

      “This armor was made by one of my ancestors,” the blacksmith admitted. “I’ve been keeping it since it’s something of a family heirloom, but they are yours if you believe they can be of use.”

      “Oh, no,” Kari said, her eyes suddenly widening as she heard what the man said. “We couldn’t possibly—”

      “We’ll take them,” I interrupted her.

      “Eryk?” She turned to me, but my eyes were on the blacksmith.

      “How much?” I asked.

      “Let’s see…” The blacksmith looked at the ceiling as he tried to decide what he should price these at. “These are fairly good gauntlets. You probably won’t find anything quite like this anymore, so how about… 36,000 valis?”

      “Deal,” I said without thinking about it.

      I exchanged the money for the gauntlets without a second’s thought, then presented them to Fay, who wore a befuddled look as though she couldn’t understand what had just happened. She took the gauntlets out of reflex.

      “Try them on,” I instructed.

      “Um… okay,” Fay said, nodding as she began putting them on.

      Kari frowned at me. “Eryk, why did you accept his offer? He said those are a family heirloom.”

      “Which means they would just collect dust if they stayed with him,” I told her. “Besides, look at the knuckles of her gauntlets.”

      Kari and Lin both frowned at me, but then they took a look at the knuckles. While the runes etched onto them weren’t active right now, meaning they were hard to see, they were also engraved into the gauntlets. You could just barely make them out against the sparse amount of light.

      “Those are runes!” Kari exclaimed in surprise.

      “What are those?” asked Lin. “Is there something special about those squiggles?”

      “The runes etched onto those gauntlets is Kano, the rune for vision, revelation, creativity, and technical abilities. However, Kano also means ‘beacon’ or ‘torch.’ This rune is imbued with the elemental power of fire, which means if she charges her Spiritual Power into it…”

      “Then she can imbue her fists with fire!” Kari exclaimed.

      “Yes. Not only will these gauntlets protect her hands from battle damage, but they can increase her attack power, especially since Fay has an affinity with the fire element.” I looked at Fay as she finished putting on the gauntlets and began opening and closing her fingers. “How do they feel?”

      “A little big, but… not bad.” Fay closed her fingers into fists and took a few practice swings, cutting the air with each punch. “I’ll need something to pad the inside, though. They’re bouncing against my hands. I might get hurt if I wear them during a fight.”

      “I can fix that,” the blacksmith said. “I’ll add some padding to the inside so it has a snugger fit. If you come back tomorrow, I’ll have those gauntlets ready for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      We gave the gauntlets back to the blacksmith, who promised to finish adding additional padding into the gauntlets and left. As the four of us exited the smithy, I turned to everyone.

      “What should we do now?” I asked.

      Before anyone could say anything, a loud gurgling erupted all around us. Several people stopped walking and turned to stare in our direction. Myself, Fay, and Kari also turned to the source of the noise. Lin. We stared at the girl for a moment before looking at her stomach. It had been the source of the noise.

      Giving us the haughtiest face she could muster while blushing from embarrassment, Lin sniffed and said, “This princess is hungry. That breakfast you made was not nearly enough to fill her belly. She believes we should get something to eat.”

      I wanted to smile at her. There was just something ridiculously adorable about her attitude.

      “Are you two in agreement?” I asked Kari and Fay.

      “Well… it is around midday now, so it would not be unreasonable to get lunch,” Fay said.

      “As Lin’s big sister, I have a duty to make sure she is cared for,” Kari added. “Let’s get lunch together. I know a great place where we can eat.”

      With our decision made, the four of us went off in search of food.
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      Hagen was in his office when Skygge suddenly appeared before him. As always, the man rose from the shadows as though he wasn’t a real person but a shadow himself. He greeted Hagen with his usual cackle.

      “Ke ke ke. Lord Leucht, I have some news that you may want to hear.”

      “Oh?” Hagen raised an eyebrow at the man, who normally offered some kind of condescending remark before getting to the point. “And what news is that? You haven’t managed to kill Eryk Veiger, Fay Valstine, or Kari Astralia. They were seen in the Merchant District just today. What could you possibly have to tell me that is more important than disposing of them?”

      His remark earned him another cackle from Skygge. Hagen frowned, unsure of what was so amusing about his words, but then the cloaked man continued.

      “Ke ke ke. I learned through my Shadows that those three, along with a Lamia girl who is apparently living with Eryk Veiger, are journeying into the Demon Beast Mountain Range within the next few days.”

      Hagen clasped his hands together on his desk and leaned forward. “This is indeed very interesting news. I assume you plan on killing them out there?”

      Skygge’s hood bobbed up and down once in the approximation of a nod. “That is indeed my plan. Ke ke. It will be much easier to dispose of them in the Demon Beast Mountain Range than it would here in Nevaria.”

      There was truth to his words. If any one of those three were killed now, especially in Nevaria where it was generally considered safe, then it would open an investigation. Also, given what happened to Grant Leucht, it was highly likely that his family would be suspected.

      Perhaps if it was just Eryk and Fay, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but if the princess of Nevaria was to be killed as well…

      “I suspect there is a reason you’re coming to me?” Hagen said at least. “What is it that you need?”

      “Ke ke ke. Rather than having us kill them, I believe it would be a better idea if we made it look like they died from a Demon Beast attack.”

      Hagen stared at Skygge, who stared right back, his entire face hidden by his hood. What expression was this creature making? He had never even seen Skygge’s face before.

      “You wish to use Dyr?” asked Hagen for confirmation as he finally understood what this man wanted.

      “Ke ke ke. I do indeed. I think we can also use this as a test to see how well her powers work.”

      Thinking about Skygge’s request for a moment, Hagen stroked his beard before arriving at a decision. “Very well. Do with her what you will. However, be sure to bring her back. That girl is paramount to our plans. If she ends up losing her life before we can put our plans to fruition…”

      “Do not worry. Ke ke ke.” Skygge’s robes shifted as he bowed low. It was a mocking bow, but he was a mocking person. “I shall make sure she returns unharmed.”
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            Into the Demon Beast Mountain Range

          

        

      

    

    
      My return to consciousness was slow. Peeling my eyes open just a crack, I stared at the blood-colored sky for several seconds without comprehension. Was it sunset? Sunrise? I’d never seen the sky turned such a deep red before. It was as if someone had lopped off a person’s arm or leg and used it as a paintbrush to color the sky crimson.

      A single moon hung in the sky.

      Forcing my sore muscles to move, I groaned as I pushed myself into a sitting position. Dizziness struck me. My body tilted to one side. However, through force of will, I shoved the nausea and dizziness into the back of my mind. Once I was sure I wouldn’t vomit, I took a look around, to see if I could find my companions.

      The last thing I remembered before blacking out was the Warp Gate destabilizing inside of the ruins at the top of the volcano in Vahn.

      My current location was not those ruins.

      What appeared before my eyes was a world unlike anything I’d ever seen. Desolate. A landscape of craggy rocks, broken ground, and skeletons filled my vision. Nothing else seemed to exist for miles. Right next to me were the skeletal remains of some creature, though I didn’t know what kind. Demon Beast? It certainly wasn’t human. Several massive boulders jutted out from the ground around me, and in the distance, just barely visible, a mountain range stood tall, its tops hidden by clouds.

      I wasn’t sure where I was, but I knew my priorities. First things first, I needed to find Kari, Erica, and Tungsten.

      Standing to my feet, I glanced around before heading off in a direction that gave me a good feeling. That was about the best explanation I had. Fortunately, my good feelings in regards to Kari tended to be right, and just as I’d expected, I found her lying next to a large rock.

      She wasn’t moving.

      Panic raced through me as I knelt before Kari and took her into my arms. Placing one arm around her shoulder to keep her in place, I cupped her face and rubbed my thumb against her cheek, sending a mild electric shock through her body as I channeled the lightning element. The electricity that traveled through her body was like a jolt to the system. There were alchemy pills that had similar effects. That said, I believed my use of the element was far better than those pills.

      Kari opened her eyes. They fluttered rapidly several times as though unable to focus, but then she turned her head and looked at me.

      “Eryk,” she mumbled. “Where… what happened? The last thing I remember was fighting that giant monster, and then…”

      Shaking my head, I helped Kari stand to her feet. Her knees wobbled a little. I assumed that, like me, she was undergoing a minor sense of vertigo. Whatever happened to us, it had messed with our sense of balance.

      “I don’t know what happened either, though I have a theory.” I glanced back up at the bloody sky and its single moon, which could never exist in our world, and then back at Kari. “Let’s wait until we find Erica and Tungsten. I’ll explain what I think happened to us then.”

      Kari’s ranseur was located several meters from us. She picked it up and kept a tight grip on it as we wove our way through the boulders dotting the ground.

      I activated Spiritual Perception as we moved, using it to try and locate our companions. The colors around me faded. Everything turned to shades of gray with a few exceptions, like the woman beside me, who appeared as bright, golden flame. There were two other Spiritual Signatures not far off from here. One was a bright green. The other was a fiery red. Both were moving in opposite directions of each other.

      “I’ve found them,” I said to Kari. “Follow me.”

      The first person I went to was Erica, who I was more familiar with. We found her just sort of wandering aimlessly. She seemed confused, which was totally understandable since I felt more or less the same way. As we walked out from around a boulder, the woman readied her massive claymore, though she relaxed when we appeared instead of an enemy.

      “It’s just you two,” she said with a sigh. “I’m relieved to see you are both okay.”

      “I wouldn’t say we’re okay, but at least we’re alive,” Kari said.

      “Let’s grab Tungsten and then find a place to settle down. We really need to talk about what happened and figure out where this is,” I suggested.

      Neither of them disagreed with my idea, so we set off at a brisk pace toward where I had last sensed Tungsten’s Spiritual Signature. As we neared the area, several sounds all of us were familiar with—the loud clangs of metal on metal and the roars of combat—filled our ears. We shared one alarmed look before running.

      After rushing out from between a pair of massive rocks jutting from the ground like stakes, we came upon the sight of Tungsten swinging his axe around as he released a series of battle cries. The things—for that was all I could call them—he was fighting weren’t anything I’d ever seen before. Their bodies were all black. They walked on six spindly legs. I couldn’t see a mouth on them, though several strange eyestalks emerged from their backs and stomachs.

      There were four of them.

      I didn’t speak as I rushed toward Tungsten and the strange creatures. Using the Flash Step, I appeared before one of those creatures. My fist was already crackling with bolts of lightning as I raced underneath it. This strange monster tried to attack me with its spindly legs, but I wove around them, transformed the lightning in my hand into a sword, and began slicing through the eyestalks.

      The creature released an agonized shriek that grated on my ears, which was almost enough to make me stumble. I quickly righted myself and used the Flash Step to get away when the monster went on a rampage. Then I activated the Flash Step again and appeared above it. As I landed on its back, I slammed my hands into the creature’s hard carapace, shoving lightning into its body.

      It did nothing.

      Oh, sure, the lightning skittered across its body, but it couldn't break through the hard shell. I supposed that, unlike those eyestalks, this shell was a lot more durable.

      Realizing this, I leapt into the air again. The eyestalks on the back followed me. The creature turned in my direction and stood up on two of its six legs. I realized it was planning to attack me and channeled more Spiritual Power into my feet, activating the Flash Step in midair and appearing right near the creature’s now exposed belly.

      I didn’t use lightning this time. I used water.

      Channeling water into my hand, I created a lance that I didn’t hesitate to plunge into the creature. Unlike the lightning, the water sliced through it much more easily. I didn’t think it had something to do with affinities since this creature obviously didn’t have a fire affinity, but maybe the density of the water made cutting through its durable outer shell easier.

      Either way, as I landed on the ground, a spray of blackish-purple blood gushed from the wound I had created. The creature fell backward. Blood continued spraying from its wound like a fountain, but that eventually tapered off, as did the spastic motions of its limbs. When the monster eventually stopped moving, I sighed in relief and glanced at the others.

      Everyone was already finished with their enemies. Kari’s was covered in strange holes that looked like something had melted right through its body, Erica’s was burned to a crisp, and Tungsten’s had been sliced into segments.

      “It looks like everyone is okay,” Tungsten said.

      “So it seems,” Erica murmured, her frown pensive. “Though I don’t know if ‘okay’ is the word I would use.”

      Now that all of us were together, we moved away from the battle sight and found a place surrounded by large rocks. I didn’t want to run into any creatures like the ones we had just fought.

      We sat around in a square. Kari’s ranseur, Erica’s claymore, and Tungsten’s battle axe were leaning against a boulder. I felt a little jealous that I didn’t have a weapon, but I put that aside to propose my theory on where we were.

      “I believe we are in another world,” I said to them. While Kari had already come to this conclusion and was nodding along, Erica and Tungsten looked like I’d just told them something incomprehensible. “When the platform collapsed, the Warp Gate destabilized with us around it. I remember being engulfed in darkness, and then we woke up in this strange place. I believe we are currently located in the world those cultists…” I paused as the words of that creature, Zadram, echoed in my head. “No, where those Sekbeist come from.”

      “I do not want to admit that you are right,” Erica said with a sigh, “but I believe you are right. Circumstances being what they are, I can’t imagine this is our world, especially with that sky.” She glanced up at the single moon hovering above us. That moon was a clear enough indicator that this was not our world.

      “We need to find a way back to our world then,” Tungsten said.

      “Unfortunately, we don’t even know how those Warp Gates work,” Kari said before I could. “We also don’t know how those cul—how those Sekbeists got to our world. Before we do anything else, I believe we need to learn more about the world we are currently in. We can consider this a long-range reconnaissance mission into enemy territory if that will make you feel better.”

      Her words held the truth and were logical, but as I stared at Kari’s sparkling eyes, which she could not hide no matter how much she wanted to, I understood the truth of the matter.

      “You just want to explore a new place, don’t you?” I said with an amused smile.

      Kari rubbed the back of her head, but she didn’t relent. “Well, I mean, come on, Eryk! It’s another world! An entirely different world! How many people can say they have been to another world? I doubt we’ll get another opportunity, so we might as well make the most of it, right?”

      As Erica and Tungsten shared a sigh, I could only chuckle helplessly. Kari wouldn’t be the woman I fell in love with if she didn’t have that adventurous spirit.
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      Lin and I woke up early that morning and had a large breakfast. I ended up getting her a massive steak to chow down on. I was fortunate enough to know someone who cooked meat in the marketplace and asked if they’d be willing to give me a slice early in the morning, which I brought home and cooked for her. After eating, the two of us got dressed, made a quick stop at the blacksmith’s, and traveled to the north gate.

      My backpack, which was quite rotund (probably because I was carrying both mine and Lin’s sleeping bags), bounced on my back as I walked, but I paid little attention to it as Lin and I enjoyed the morning air. It wasn’t long before the north gate appeared. We stopped close to the entrance.

      We were a little early—or maybe everyone else was late. Fortunately, the air in Nevaria was mild year-round. We didn’t really have what I would have called seasons, certainly nothing like the Northern Plain, which had Sommeren, Vår, and Høst.

      “We were too early,” Lin muttered in displeasure. “This princess could have slept in a few more minutes.”

      “Better to be early than late,” I replied with only a mild look of exasperation as I tapped my Dragon’s Tail Ruler against my shoulder. It was during my reply that I caught something traveling toward us. “Besides, we aren’t that early. They’re already here.”

      “Hmm?” Lin looked at me, saw where I was looking, and then looked in that direction as well.

      A carriage was traveling toward us. It was white, glossy, and had golden designs along the surface. There were no curtains, so we could easily spot Fay, Kari, and her three brothers inside. The carriage, being pulled by two Mares, stopped in front of us and the door swung open.

      Kari was the first person out and, just as I had expected, she was wearing the same clothes as yesterday. The only difference between today and yesterday was that she had a large backpack strapped to her back and her ranseur was also strapped to the backpack. Fay was wearing her standard outfit, the one that looked a lot like mine. She also wore a backpack. It was much smaller, though.

      As the two of them disembarked, Lin and I greeted them, and then I presented Fay with her gauntlets.

      “Here you go.”

      “Oh… th-thank you very much.”

      Gingerly taking the gauntlets from my hands, Fay stared at them for a long while before putting them on, first the right, and then the left. The gauntlets were a brilliant steel color that gleamed in the light. There was nothing spectacular about them, but they were well made. Once they were securely on her hands, she pounded them together and did a few test punches. The air made a whistling sound as she sliced it with her fists.

      “How do they feel?” I asked.

      “Much better,” Fay admitted.

      As Fay was testing the gauntlets, Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland emerged from the carriage. Like Kari and Fay, they were also carrying backpacks and their weapons. The driver cracked the reins once everyone exited to get the Mares moving again. While Geirolf made a face as he saw me and Fay talking, Mykkel looked at all of us with a smile, while Earland remained stone-faced and silent.

      “Since we’re all here, why don’t we get going? I don’t believe standing around here will avail us anything,” Mykkel suggested.

      “I think that’s a great idea.” Kari nodded several times, eyes shining with a brilliant luster, and turned toward the gate as she pumped her fist into the air. “Let’s go!”

      I sighed alongside Lin, who seemed to be sighing for a slightly different reason, and the seven of us went up to the Nevarian Spiritualists guarding the north gate. It wasn’t open yet. Mykkel presented them with a letter of authentication, which caused the spines of the two guards to straighten as they snapped off a salute and opened the gates.

      “Must be nice being the sons of royalty,” I said after the incredibly, almost overbearingly polite guards let us pass.

      “It certainly has its perks,” Mykkel admitted with a shrug and a smile.

      After making our way out of the city, we journeyed along a dirt road for about five kilometers, where another, even larger gate stood. This one might not have been attached to a massive rampart, but it covered the mountain pass that we needed to use to reach the Demon Beast Mountain Range—Demon Beast Past. Composed of steel and brick, with two watchtowers on either side, it was far more imposing than the ones in the city.

      There were a lot more guards here than there were by the city. I counted at least six. There was one in each watchtower, two patrolling the top of the gate, and two on either side the gate itself. The two on the ground noticed our approach and walked up, though they stopped upon spotting who we were.

      “Lords Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland. It is a pleasure to see you three are in good health.” Both Nevarian Spiritualists saluted at them. The one who spoke was a middle-aged man with brown hair. “If you’re here, can I take that to mean you plan on traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range? You can pass through. We’ve seen you three enough times that we don’t need a letter of authorization.”

      “This isn’t for us.” Mykkel held the sheet of parchment out for the Nevarian Spiritualist to take. “It’s for these four.”

      “Oh…” The Nevarian Spiritual glanced at me, frowned, and then looked at Lin next. He paused when he spotted her snake lower half. Blood drained from his face, but he shook his head, then glanced at Fay and Kari. “P-Princess Kari!”

      “Good morning.” Kari clasped her hands together and bowed in a polite gesture. It was a smooth, practiced motion, which let me know it was something Kari had probably been doing for years now.

      “I don’t see why everyone makes such a big deal out of Kari,” Geirolf muttered in a bitter voice.

      Geirolf’s petulance was almost enough to make me snort. While I was able to hold myself back, Fay couldn’t after hearing what he said and giggled into her hand, which caused the youngest of Empress Hilda’s sons to blush all the way to the roots of his hair.

      Mykkel was very practiced when it came to dealing with the gate guards, whom he talked to for a few minutes while the gates slowly opened. I stood beside Lin, Kari, and Fay. While Fay looked a little uncertain and Lin seemed indifferent, Kari was almost shivering with anticipation. It was easy to tell from the way her legs shook like she wanted to bolt through the gates before they opened that she was barely restraining herself.

      When the gates finally opened, I actually had to grab Kari’s hand to keep her from running. We passed through the gates and walked through Demon Beast Pass at a steady pace. Large cliff faces stood on either side of us. I wasn’t sure how high up they were. As we walked, Mykkel talked to us.

      “Once we reach the end of this pass, we’ll be in the Demon Beast Mountain Range,” he was saying. “It won’t take more than half an hour to get through at our current pace.”

      “I feel like we could go faster,” Kari admitted with an impatient frown.

      Her words made me smile and rub the back of her hand with my thumb. “We could go faster, but it’s important not to rush into things. Besides, if I remember right, there’s a steep incline immediately after we emerge from the pass. If you got too excited and started running, you’d tumble right down.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a hilarious sight,” Geirolf said with a guffaw. His laughter stopped almost as soon as it started when Fay gave him a frown. “W-what? I was only kidding.”

      “I do not think that is something you should joke about,” Fay said with a disappointed shake of her head. “Small, harmless jokes and pranks are one thing, but something like that could potentially kill Kari depending on how far the fall is.”

      “I said I didn’t mean it,” Geirolf muttered to himself.

      If Geirolf wasn’t hitting on Fay, I would have winced in sympathy at how bad an impression he’d just left on someone he clearly had a crush on. I’ll admit that I felt slightly overprotective. I didn’t like the idea of Fay being hit on by one of Kari’s brothers. Of course, I wouldn’t have been okay with anyone trying to court her, even though a part of me still felt like it wasn’t my place to protect her.

      Just as Mykkel said, it took about half an hour to reach the end of the mountain pass. What lay sprawled out before us was a series of mountains with tall peaks, deep valleys covered in forest, massive lakes, arid deserts, and large ravines. It spread out for hundreds of kilometers in all directions.

      “So this is the Demon Beast Mountain Range,” Kari murmured, her excited look gone now that the immensity of this place stood before her. Replacing her original expression was shock.

      “The air smells very different here than it does in the city,” Lin said, finally speaking after a good deal of silence. Her tongue flicked out. “This princess can sense a lot of life in the air.”

      “There are many Demon Beasts down there.” Earland hefted the pack on his shoulders as he prepared to move. “We’ll have to be careful.”

      On some unspoken signal, our group of seven began descending into the nearest valley via a winding pathway that moved downward. While Kari was enraptured by the sights, Lin was sticking by my side as she slithered along. Fay was also glued to my side, but I assumed the reason she remained there was because of Geirolf, who I could feel drilling a hole into the back of my head with his angry gaze.

      It was enough to make me involuntarily release a weary sigh.

      Once we reached the bottom, the area around us shifted into a heavily forested region with trees whose branches had twisted together over our heads. They were entangled with each other in such a way that it was almost impossible to tell which branch belonged to which tree. I gazed into the deep forest, which was quite dark, and recalled the time when I had returned to Nevaria several years after Kari died in my previous life. I’d taken this path many times during that year or so when I stayed with the mysterious woman cloaked from head to toe.

      “We’ll journey through this forest for a time,” Mykkel informed us. “It will take most of the day to navigate through it, but we should reach the end of it once the sun sets, provided we don’t run into any Demon Beasts.”

      “Are we likely to run across Demon Beasts?” asked Fay.

      Mykkel paused, tilting his head before, ever so slowly, shaking it. “It is certainly possible, but it’s not as likely. There are only a few Demon Beasts in this region that are aggressive, and they’re located further in. We’re cutting straight through the smallest section near the edge of the forest, so we should be okay.”

      “Don’t worry, Fay. I’m around to protect you.” Geirolf thrust a thumb at his chest.

      “I’m more than capable of protecting myself, thank you,” Fay replied, her voice irritated. Given how hard she had worked to get stronger, I could understand her irritation very well. She wasn’t someone who wanted to be protected. After everything that happened, she wanted to protect herself.

      Geirolf looked like a balloon that had suddenly deflated.

      “I feel like we shouldn’t just be standing around here,” Kari said, her own voice tinged with impatience. “Let’s go. If all we do is stand here, it’s going to get dark before we reach our first destination.”

      “You’re so impatient,” Mykkel chided, though he was silenced when Kari glared at him. I think he could tell how serious she was simply because of how hard her stare had become, and the fact that Kari had likely never glared at him before further emphasized her feelings.

      “I think Kari is correct,” I said. “We should get a move on.”

      “Well, it is true that we can’t stay here forever,” Mykkel admitted.

      “I’ll take point!” Geirolf announced as he walked to the front. Kari looked like she wanted to say something, but I held her back. As she glanced at me, I conveyed that we should let him have this “moment of glory” with a head shake.

      We made a quick party formation. Geirolf had point, Mykkel and Lin would be immediately behind him, while Kari, Fay, and I had the center formation, and Earland would take the rearguard. It was a simple but effective formation, though Geirolf complained a bit. He said he wanted Fay to be closer so he could “protect her.” Of course, all this did was make Fay state that she was perfectly content with their current formation, which made the youngest of Kari’s brothers depressed again.

      With our formation set, our group began our journey deeper into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.
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      The journey went smoother than Fay seemed to expect, though I think the smoothness of the journey frustrated Kari. It seemed she didn’t approve of our journey not being filled to the brim with excitement. Her grumbling about how there weren’t enough Demon Beasts around was enough to make Fay and I sigh. The girl really was an adventure nut.

      I wondered if she’d been like this in my previous life. She’d always had a thing for adventure, but she never expressed this much impatience before. Maybe it was because she was young? Or maybe being married to Grant Leucht in my previous life had simply tempered her impatience? I really couldn’t say.

      No Demon Beasts attacked us in the forest, and we made it through without any incidents. On the other side of the forest was a ravine with a wooden bridge connecting the two sides. It really didn’t look like much. It was just a simple drawbridge made of wood planks and suspended with rope. I wasn’t sure how old or sturdy it was, but back when I had returned to Nevaria in my last life, the bridge hadn’t been there.

      I had just leapt across the ravine.

      “We’ll cross this bridge, and then set up camp on the other side,” Mykkel instructed. I could tell he was the leader of the three brothers despite not being the oldest, or perhaps calling him the planner might have been more accurate. Either way, none of us contested him and we began crossing the bridge in a single file line.

      I was located in the center.

      Looking down, I could see the raging waters of a river at the bottom, though I was unable to judge how deep the ravine was. As we were walking across the bridge, the hairs on the back of my neck and arms prickled. I sensed danger. Just as this feeling came over me, a loud screech tore through the air, and everyone looked up to see a massive avian with thick black feathers, dark yellow eyes, and a crimson beak diving right for us.

      “That’s a Giant Svart!” Mykkel exclaimed. “It’s a B-Rank Demon Beast! What is it doing here?! Its territory isn’t anywhere close to Nevaria!”

      I really did have to wonder that same thing. While there had been B-Rank Demon Beasts who attacked Nevaria during the Demon Beast Invasion—and there had even been several A-Rank Demon Beasts—I knew they didn’t live anywhere near here. I couldn’t remember seeing this creature there either. Saying that, I could admit that I’d been too scared to pay much attention to what was happening at the time.

      Whatever the case was, it didn’t change the fact that a B-Rank Demon Beast was attacking us.

      “Everyone, get off the bridge!” I shouted as I raised the Dragon's Tail Ruler above my head, channeling as much lightning into my blade as I dared while suspended on a bridge. I swung the blade in a horizontal arc because I didn’t want to accidentally cut the ropes. A massive crescent wave of lightning raced toward the creature, but the Giant Svart met my attack head-on by unleashing a sphere of wind.

      The two attacks collided with each other, crackling as they fought for dominance before simultaneously exploding. Everyone screamed in shock when a powerful wave of energy swept over the bridge. I gritted my teeth as I hung on while the bridge shook. However, while I was clinging to the bridge, I noticed that the ropes were getting thinner and thinner.

      “Oh, not good,” I muttered.

      “What’s not good?” asked Kari behind me.

      “The ropes are about to snap.”

      “What?!”

      At that exact moment, the ropes on one side snapped, causing the bridge to tilt. All of us clung to the bridge as best we could. However, I realized that if something wasn’t done, we were all going to fall.

      There was also the Giant Svart to worry about.

      Taking a deep breath, I channeled Spiritual Power into my feet and activated the Flash Step. I was using the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step, which allowed me to temporarily suspend myself in midair. The first thing I did was grab Kari and Fay, who were on either side of me, and Flash Step to the other side of the ravine. We were closer to it than the one leading back to Nevaria, so it took fewer steps. After making sure Fay and Kari were safe on the other side, I grabbed Lin, then Mykkel, Earland, and Geirolf… who I admittedly saved for last because he was my least favorite of the brothers.

      Once I had made sure everyone was safely on the other side, I turned my attention back to the giant avian Demon Beast, but I think I made a fatal mistake. In working so hard to get everyone to safety, I had narrowed my focus too much. By the time I turned my attention back to the massive beast, it was already diving straight toward us.

      “Everyone, run!” I shouted as I swung my Dragon's Tail Ruler vertically. Another crescent wave of lightning shot from the blade, though all it did was explode against another sphere of wind. I couldn’t help but click my tongue as I used Spiritual Perception to figure out how much power this creature had.

      I balked when I did.

      While it was impossible to get a truly accurate reading of someone or something’s Spiritual Power, I could at least gain a general sense through how thick the Spiritual Aura around them was.

      This creature was a little stronger than I currently was.

      Knowing that, I also realized that if I didn’t stay and fight this creature, it would chase after us and may harm the girls. I really had no choice.

      Charging Spiritual Power into the Dragon's Tail Ruler, I unlocked the latches that kept it in place and swung the weapon around. The segments split apart and the blade suddenly became a tail that I controlled with my lightning.

      After seeing my ruler suddenly split into eleven segments, the Giant Svart narrowed its eyes and unleashed several spheres of wind at me, but I controlled the segments and had them pierce each sphere with overwhelming amounts of Spiritual Power. Then I struck the creature in the side. It shrieked at me, but it wasn’t in agony. It was rage. My ruler had merely glanced off its feathers, which I realized were harder than any type of metal.

      That meant my ruler was useless.

      Great.

      To make matters worse, the Giant Svart sent a blast of wind at my ruler, which disrupted the lightning and caused the segments to scatter. In the elemental tree, wind negated lightning. While this elemental weakness could be removed to an extent by using more Spiritual Power than your opponent, when two Spiritualists (or Demon Beasts) of equal power fought, the one with the elemental advantage always won.

      I quickly sent lightning into the scattered remains. The lightning magnetized the metal and brought them back together. I jabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler into the ground since it would be useless in this fight. Then I heard it.

      “ERYK, WATCH OUT!”

      While I had been regaining the pieces of my sword, the Giant Svart had been flying right at me. It was in my face before I knew it. I had no time to activate Flash Step. The Giant Svart slammed into me with its beak, lifted me off my feet, and soared over the ravine. I’d only just been able to get my hands up in time to block the attack.

      “ERYK!”

      I didn’t know who screamed my name. All I could see was the massive eyes of my enemy. I prepared myself to attack and kill the Giant Svart with a water attack, but then my eyes went crossed my back struck something hard. It was the ravine wall. Cracks spread across the ravine as the Giant Svart literally tried to crush me between it and the wall. It screeched and fired several blasts of wind into my chest. I grunted as each attack deprived my lungs of oxygen and damaged my internal organs, which I could feel turning into mulch.

      This wasn’t good. I would die if I didn’t do something!

      In an act of pure desperation, I took my left hand off the beak, straightened it into a knife’s edge, and jabbed it into the Giant Svart’s eye. The creature shrieked and jerked away. My eyesight was getting blurry, but I used my newfound freedom to gather water around me even as I began falling. Tiny motes swirled around me, coalescing into a javelin made of undulating water. I gritted my teeth and compressed the water further, hardening it until its consistency was similar to diamonds.

      Then I took aim and threw it.

      My aim was true. The javelin punched a hole through the creature’s mouth. I had aimed for the inside of the mouth, the only weakness I could currently exploit, as it was swooping down to attack me. The javelin penetrated the roof of its mouth and pierced its brain, killing it.

      Before I could rejoice at my success, my body suddenly felt sluggish. I had used up all my Spiritual Power. I tried to reach for the pills I kept in a pouch at my hip, but my body wouldn’t move the way I wanted it to. In fact, it wouldn’t move at all.

      As I began free-falling into the ravine, I saw the despairing faces of Kari, Lin, and Fay just before my eyes closed.
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      It was hard to measure the passage of time when the sky never changed. The bloody crimson smeared across what appeared to be a black canvas was a constant in this world. The single moon hovered above us no matter the time of day. Because of how difficult it was to gauge how much time had passed, we took naps when we were tired, ate when we were hungry, and continued moving as much as we could.

      I wouldn’t say we learned a lot about this world during the time we spent there, but we did learn that there was far more to worry about than just those strange creatures we’d fought the day before. There were far more deadly monsters out there. We had run across everything from tiny creatures filled with deadly venom to giant monstrosities that looked like nothing more than a mass of writhing, black tentacles. Each creature was deadly in its own way. We soon learned that some of the creatures were easily on par with A-Rank Demon Beasts.

      A few of them might even be strong enough to contend with S-Rank Demon Beasts.

      There wasn’t much to eat in this arid land. We had been forced to subsist on the creatures we killed, which tasted awful. It was a lot like eating tar. The four of us were barely able to force our meals down every time, and in fact, we waited until we were so hungry that we didn’t even care what our food tasted like before eating.

      Our time spent in this place was hellish, so terrible that the appeal of being in another world had even worn off on Kari. However, our situation would soon change.

      “We’re being followed,” I said as the four of us walked through what appeared to be a desert, though this one was different from the Endless Desert in our world. There were no dunes of sand. The ground was cracked, dry, and covered in rocks and the skeletal remains of creatures we didn’t recognize.

      “How many?” asked Erica, not pausing in her walk.

      I cocked my head to the side and used Spiritual Perception to locate each of our followers. “There are twelve. It’s quite the large group this time.”

      “Is it those monsters again?” asked Tungsten.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Since I can sense them, it means they can’t be those monsters. For whatever reason, I can’t sense the presence of those creatures. These might be Sekbeists.”

      Sekbeist. That was the name Zadram had called himself, not Cult of the Great Overlord, which was the name we’d given them because they’d been taking people into ruins and sacrificing them. We’d just assumed they were sacrificing them for the Great Overlord. Now that I’d had the chance to identify one of them, I knew we were wrong.

      Kari, walking right beside me, was dragging her ranseur against the ground, making trails in the dirt. Her golden blonde hair was a smidge dirty like the rest of us, but she didn’t seem troubled. She stared straight ahead with a gaze sharper than any blade.

      “How should we do this?” she asked.

      “It looks like they’re just observing us right now.” I frowned, wishing my Spiritual Perception would allow me to know more than just their location. It was even worse in this place because my senses were all messed up. All I could see were a few flickering flames of Spiritual Power. “I can’t sense any killing intent in their actions, but…”

      “I say we confront them,” Tungsten suggested with a grunt. “Nothing is going to change if we let them be.”

      “I suppose not…”

      “In that case, please leave this to me.” Erica smiled as she made all of us stop and then turned around to face where I had sensed the presences. “I do not know what you people are hoping to accomplish by stalking us, but I would suggest you come out right now before things get ugly.”

      Her words didn’t seem to have any effect at first, but just when it looked like Tungsten was about to unleash a Spiritual Technique on our observers, several figures emerged from behind rocks and boulders.

      They were not Sekbeists.

      These people were short and stocky, appearing almost like child-sized humans. Some of them had flaming red hair, others had brown hair, and still, some had blond hair. Most of them possessed thick beards. That said, there were a few who were clean-shaven. Their clothing was a bit worn and ragged looking, but the sturdy armor they wore appeared pretty tough. They were covered in runes that seemed to glow brightly with Spiritual Power. One thing I noticed was that while all of them were carrying weapons of some kind, none of them were holding them in a hostile or battle-ready position.

      “These are not Sekbeists,” I announced.

      Not only were they not Sekbeists, but I recognized these people—or at least, I was certain I did. They had the same appearance as some of the statues I had seen in various ruins. The one in Vahn, for example, had statues of people who looked identical to them. Right down to the short stature and thick beards.

      “Course we’re not,” a man with long red hair and a beard that trailed down to his waist said as though he’d been insulted. “We’re nothin’ like those monsters. What kinda people do ye take us fer?”

      “We’re sorry,” Kari said with an apologetic smile. “We didn’t know there were other people in this place aside from Sekbeists.”

      “Ye be otherworlders, then?” The small man stroked his beard as he looked us over. He frowned at me for a moment, but then shook his head and continued. “We already knew ye be from Miðgarðr, but we didn’t know yer intentions. That’s why we kept our distance—fat lot of good that did.”

      I wasn’t much of a conversationalist when it came to dealing with new people, so I let Kari step forward and handle the talking. She was a former princess who had attended a number of political functions—balls, galas, and even marriage meetings—so she knew how to talk to people. Erica and Tungsten also seemed content to leave this matter to her.

      “Do you think you could help us?” asked Kari. “We aren’t really sure how to get back to our world, and we don’t know anything about this one. We’d be very grateful if you could tell us about this world.”

      “Aye, I suppose we could do that.” The small man scratched his head. “However, this ain’t no place te be talkin’, and I ain’t really the best person te talk te ‘bout these things. I recommend ya come back te our village and speak with our chief. He’ll be able to help ye a lot more than me.”

      The four of us shared a look as we tried to determine whether or not we should follow this little man and his group back to their village. It could be dangerous. At the same time, we all recognized that we really didn’t have much of a choice. We couldn’t keep wandering around in this wasteland forever.

      “I believe we will take you up on that,” Kari said with a smile and a slight bow. “Thank you.”

      “Sure,” the small man grunted. “Just follow us.”

      Still unsure about our situation, these people, and whether or not they would be able to help us get back home, the four of us joined up with this group of strange, short men and set off again.
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      They sat around a crackling fire. The heat it gave off should have been comforting, but Kari still felt a chill crawl over her body.

      It had been several hours since they were attacked by the B-Rank Demon Beast. During that time, Kari, Fay, and Lin had been listless. Ever since Eryk had fallen into that ravine, it was like their minds had shut down. That didn’t mean they were helpless. Following the instructions of Mykkel, they had managed to establish a campsite for the night. Their backpacks had, fortunately, survived the attack, and their sleeping bags were all placed together next to a large boulder. Even so, all of their actions felt inorganic. The only one who didn’t have a sleeping bag was Lin, who lost hers when Eryk fell down the ravine.

      Kari was cognizant enough to recognize that she was in shock, but she couldn’t muster up the strength to do anything about her emotional disposition.

      For the past several months since she’d known him, Eryk had seemed indomitable. He was confident, strong, and capable of going toe to toe with Nevaria’s greatest Spiritualists. To her, he had seemed invincible. Seeing him fall into that ravine had been a great shock to her. It felt like a lightning bolt had struck her heart, rendered it numb, and refused to let her feel anything.

      “I knew this was a bad idea,” Fay murmured beside her.

      Lifting her head from its place on her knees, Kari glanced at Fay, who appeared every bit as distraught as she was. Her eyes were hollow and red. Unlike Kari, who had been so shocked she couldn’t even shed a tear, Fay had cried for nearly an hour after Eryk fell. It had been, surprisingly, Lin who pulled the girl back to her feet. Kari felt like that should have been her duty, but she just couldn’t muster the strength.

      “What?” Kari asked.

      “We should have never come here,” Fay said.

      Kari wanted to deny that, but at this moment, she agreed. Coming to the Demon Beast Mountain Range wasn’t worth what she had lost.

      Her three brothers were sitting on the opposite side of the fire as her, Lin, and Fay, not speaking. Geirolf had made a rude comment about Eryk a few hours ago and was now nursing a black eye. She barely even remembered punching him, though she did recall the rage she’d felt at his callous words. Fay had also kicked him while he was down. Her words “you’re the worst” had likely wounded him deeper than when Kari decked him in the face.

      Finally, Mykkel stirred. “We’ll stay here for the night, and then I think we should go back to Nevaria tomorrow.”

      “What?” Kari looked up.

      Mykkel wore an apologetic smile. “We ran into a terrible case of bad luck. B-Rank Demon Beasts like the Giant Svart shouldn’t even be this close to Nevaria. Given how unusual this occurrence is, I believe it would be safer if we return home. We also need to report this to the Nevarian Spiritualists.”

      “No.” Kari finally felt a surge of emotion well up within her like fire flooding her veins. “Absolutely not. We are not going back.”

      “Kari…” Mykkel began, but she shook her head.

      “We’re not going back… not until we find Eryk.”

      Mykkel’s expression hardened. “Be reasonable, Kari. Eryk fell into that ravine. Even if he managed to survive the impact when his body hit the water, it’s very likely that he drowned when the rapids swept him away. I don’t want to say this, but I don’t think even someone like Eryk could survive a fall like that.”

      Kari stared at her brother in uncomprehending disbelief, though the expression only lasted for a moment before anger overcame her. She clenched her hands into fists as she tried to remain calm. However, there was a storm brewing within her mind that kept her from being able to retain any sense of composure.

      Whap!

      Before she could give words to express her anger, a tail shot out and slapped Mykkel across the face. It was such a powerful slap that Mykkel’s entire body spun around before he struck dirt.

      The tail belonged to Lin. Much like Kari, her body appeared to be shivering in rage as she glared at Mykkel with tears in her eyes.

      “How dare you even think something like that,” Lin hissed. “There is no way Darling would die from a simple fall like that!”

      Mykkel sat up and rubbed his cheek, now sporting a dark bruise, though he didn’t appear angry at Lin. On the contrary, his expression was quite soft. He seemed more sympathetic than anything.

      “I don’t want to believe it either, but we should at least recognize that his chances of surviving that fall are very slim,” he said.

      “But they aren’t zero,” Fay muttered, finally looking more closely at her surroundings. Her eyes were more focused than they had been as she looked at Mykkel. “It is possible that he did survive.”

      “Well, yes.” Mykkel shrugged as he admitted this. “However, the chances of him surviving that are—”

      “I do not particularly care about what you say his chances are,” Fay interrupted. “If there’s a chance that he could have survived, then I know he will survive. I’ve trained with Eryk and seen what he can do. I know his strength better than anyone.”

      “Fay,” Kari muttered in surprise. It looked like her friend had also finally recovered from the shock she’d experienced. The redhead was looking at Mykkel with a clear fire in her eyes, an unbending will that wouldn’t be broken by what they had all just witnessed.

      “Darling is alive,” Lin said adamantly. “This princess has given him the Ring of Marji. She is connected to him through a spiritual bond. This princess would surely know if he died.”

      “Even if you say that…”

      Mykkel did not look like he necessarily agreed with her, though he also didn’t disagree, which kept him from speaking out. On the other hand, Geirolf looked upset as he stared at Fay. The only one among the three brothers who appeared calm was Earland.

      “I believe Eryk Veiger is still alive,” the eldest among them said.

      “Earland?” Mykkel and Geirolf both glanced at him in surprise.

      He nodded at them, then said, “Eryk Veiger doesn’t strike me as the type to just roll over and die. I suspect he is still alive. Rather than return to Nevaria, I believe it would be in our best interest to begin searching for him tomorrow morning when the sun is out.”

      Mykkel looked like he wanted to argue, but Earland was not only the oldest among them, he was also the most powerful, and power was respected above all else in Nevaria. Mykkel was their planner. Earland was their leader. After looking at his older brother for a moment or two, he released a defeated sigh.

      “Oh, very well. Tomorrow, we will begin searching for Eryk Veiger.”

      His words caused the three girls to smile at each other. It wasn’t much, but they at least had a clear goal now. Find Eryk. While Mykkel and Geirolf might have been skeptical about his survival, Kari, Fay, and Lin were certain he had survived. The man they had fallen in love with would not allow himself to be killed so easily.
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      When I woke up, my body felt cold, as if I were standing on a snowy mountain peak. I realized after opening my eyes and discovering myself lying on my stomach that the reason for this was because I was half-submerged in water. My legs and waist were lying in a river, gently bobbing along on the water’s surface.

      Groaning as I climbed to my feet, I surveyed my new surroundings, noting that my new location was no longer inside of that ravine. It looked like I was in another forested section. There were a lot of trees located off the shoreline of the river. Further down, I could hear the sound of rushing water, so there must have been a waterfall somewhere around here too.

      Kari, Fay, and Lin were nowhere in sight.

      I placed a hand to my face as I recalled what happened: crossing the bridge, the B-Rank Demon Beast showing up, getting the others to safety, and falling down the ravine after I killed the Giant Svart by using an attack that took all of my Spiritual Power. I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t have used so much. I had used all of my Spiritual Power because I had realized it possessed more raw power than me, but now that I wasn’t panicking, I was pretty sure I could have killed it without doing that.

      “Well, we all make mistakes,” I said to reassure myself.

      Since I had no clue where I was, I decided to travel up the river, which I believed would take me back to the ravine.

      But first…

      I looked down at my soaking pants. Concentrating on my Spiritual Power, I took control of the water soaked into my clothes. It felt a lot like trying to pull on a strong current. Moments passed before water began streaming off my clothes, coagulating together in a small orb that I let splash against the ground.

      With my clothes dry, I began walking.

      While I didn’t know where I was, I recognized that the area I found myself in was much more dangerous than where my group had entered from. Aside from the D and C-Rank Demon Beasts, there were also quite a few B-Ranks, including a giant snake Demon Beast that I didn’t recognize at first.

      It had burst out of the forest and tried to swallow me whole. I dodged by using the Flash Step to gain a distance of several meters, then studied the creature. It was a massive serpent with a crystalline body, about twelve meters long, and had skin that shifted and changed color as it moved to better match its environment.

      A Chameleon Snake.

      I took a deep breath as the snake eyed me. This thing’s elemental affinity was water. That crystalline body that could change color to match the environment was a result of the water in and around its body bending the light, which meant unlike that Giant Svart, this Demon Beast had an elemental weakness that I could capitalize on.

      The Chameleon Snake lunged at me again, striking faster than I would have thought possible for a creature of its size, but I used the Flash Step to avoid it. Appearing on top of the Demon Beast’s head, I placed my hand on its body. Then I channeled a massive amount of lightning directly into it.

      Nothing happened.

      “Tch!”

      I leapt back as the Chameleon Snake tried to throw me off, landing on the ground several meters away. I eyed the thing with a frown.

      “That water is too pure for lightning to conduct electricity,” I said with a groan. “This is just great.”

      If I couldn’t just zap the creature, then it meant I would need to find some other means of dealing with it. That said, it didn’t look like the Chameleon Snake was going to give me time to create a proper strategy. It attacked me again, lunging forward and forcing me to dodge its gaping maw of a mouth. After I dodged its initial attack, the beast tried to surprise me by swinging its tail, though I saw it and was able to barely avoid having my skull crushed by bending my body backward until my spine was parallel with the ground.

      The issue of the water surrounding this Demon Beast being too pure to conduct electricity was a problem. While my physical body was certainly strong, it still wasn’t strong enough to contend with a B-Rank Demon Beast—not with just my strength. Using my elemental affinity against it was my only option.

      As I thought about my elements, dodging a tail that came at me from above by leaping away, I remembered that lightning wasn’t my only affinity. I also had a water affinity.

      A new plan formed in my mind. I watched the Chameleon Snake as it lunged at me once more, but I didn’t try to dodge this time. Raising my right hand, I pointed my index and middle finger at it, then circulated my Spiritual Power through my Spiritual Pathways. The smooth flow became a powerful surge filled with static, which I pushed out of my fingers. A small but highly focused beam of water and lightning burst out, penetrating the open mouth of the creature and puncturing a hole through its soft insides.

      Because I was mixing my own water element into the attack, I used my water to taint the water surrounding the beast, further damaging it with the lightning. Arcs of electricity skittered inside of its body, which soon turned black. Smoke poured from its mouth, nose, and ear holes. The creature thrashed and shuddered, then it died.

      I took a deep breath, held it, then released it.

      That had been a little easier than I thought it would be.

      As I suspected, that Giant Svart had been an anomaly among B-Ranks—I hoped.

      I studied the creature lying before me with a frown, and then, wandering up to it, I created a sword made of lightning and cut into the creature’s soft underbelly. With the Chameleon Snake now dead, its Spiritual Power was no longer circulating through its body. That meant the skin had become soft. My blade sliced through the stomach all the way to the tip of its tail. After which, I peeled the flesh back and began searching for the monster core.

      After all, it would have been a waste to fight a B-Rank Demon Beast and not take its core.

      I soon found the monster core near its throat. Reaching in, I pulled the core out and held it up to my face. Like most Demon Beasts with a water affinity, the core was blue. However, this one was a pale blue bordering on white.

      Pocketing the monster core in my pouch, which I was glad to see hadn’t been torn off during my trip down the river like my backpack, I continued my journey. There were a few more Demon Beasts around that tried to attack me. Most of them were D and C-Rank Demon Beasts like Dire Wolves, Svarts, and the plant-based Demon Beast called a Buchu Buchu. After killing that last one, I cut off several of its leaves. I planned on making a repellent to keep the Demon Beasts away from me.

      The sound of falling water soon reached my ears. I cocked my head and listened. It sounded like there was a waterfall somewhere up this way. Following the river, I soon reached a large waterfall that was probably about fifteen or maybe even twenty meters tall. A fine spray of mist fell over most of the area, giving this place a mystical atmosphere. Several small pools were located around the waterfall.

      Someone was already there.

      It was a girl who looked to be about my age, bathing in the river. Her brown skin was unusual in Nevaria. There were a few farmers from the countryside who had this color of skin, but most of the people living near the city were pale-skinned. As she washed herself off, rubbing her breasts that were halfway between Fay’s and Lin’s in size, I noticed her dark nipples stiffening. She must have been cold. Water glistened as it trailed down her bare body, which was submerged up to her waist.

      As I stood there, wondering what in the nine realms someone was doing in the Demon Beast Mountain Range alone, two small tufts of hair on her head twitched several times. She froze. Then she turned around and faced me.

      “Who is there?! Who are you?!”

       I raised my hands in a “don’t attack” gesture. The girl didn’t bother covering herself up as she glared at me with a look of suspicion, but I just gave her an awkward smile in return. I wasn’t surprised to find she had a rather thick patch of brown hair between her legs.

      “I’m sorry for walking in on you while you were bathing,” I said. “My name is Eryk. I got separated from my friends while we were exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “Oh, so you’re not with Skygge?” The girl tilted her head.

      “Who is Skygge?” I asked in return.

      “I guess you could say he’s my temporary handler… maybe?” The girl seemed to ponder her own words for a moment, but then slowly shook her head. “Well, whatever. My name is Dyr. It’s nice to meet you, Eryk.”

      This girl’s guard relaxed soon after greeting me. She seemed like a very open and naive girl. Of course, I was judging my assumption based on how she didn’t even seem to question what I was doing here. Anyone else would have been suspicious.

      “It’s nice to meet you too,” I said.

      This girl appeared friendly enough, though I was suspicious of anyone who would be out in the Demon Beast Mountain Range alone—oh! But then again, she did say she’d been with someone named Skygge. That meant she must have been separated from her group like I had been.

      While I was pondering the girl, Dyr seemed to have finished washing up and stepped out of the pool and onto dry land. She didn’t even bother covering her naughty parts. At all. Her plump lips just beneath her thick patch of pubic hair were an enticing pink surrounded by brown skin. I also noticed, almost absently, that her fingernails and toenails were both longer than normal and pointed, making them resemble claws.

      “So what are you doing out here, Eryk?” asked Dyr as she threw on a dark brown dress that reached her knees. Since she was still wet, the dress clung to her body and bared the curves of her ample chest, but she didn’t seem to care. Wasn’t she cold?

      “I’m searching for some ingredients,” I told her. “I was heading over to Nymph Lake because I need Water Nymph Bone Marrow, and then I need to get some Four Tongue Clovers.”

      “I don’t know anything about those Four Tongue Clovers, but there’s a lake with Water Nymphs just a little ways that way.” Dyr pointed off in a direction past the waterfall. “I can take you there if you want? There’s not much I can do right now since I don’t know where Skygge is.”

      “Hmm…” I thought about her offer, which really was tempting, but I had to shake my head in the end. “While I would love to go and get the bone marrow right now, I can’t. I’m sure my companions are worried about me, so I need to find them before I do anything else.”

      “Companions, huh?” A sudden change came over Dyr. It was like a slightly melancholic aura had appeared around her, which made the smile she wore seem sad. “It must be nice… having companions you care about so much.”

      “Is Skygge not your companion?” I asked.

      Dyr shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t call us companions. It’s more like I’m a… a tool.”

      “A tool?” I furrowed my brow.

      “Yes.” Dyr nodded. “I’m like a tool, something he and the others use for their own purpose, but, well…” She offered a helpless shrug. “I don’t think any of them see me as a companion.”

      I frowned just a bit as this girl’s words tugged at my heartstrings. While I knew some people who used others for their own convenience, most of the individuals I knew cherished and valued the people they worked with, but it sounded like none of the people she partied with thought of her as anything more than a tool, not even a person. There was no way I could stay silent after hearing that.

      “Then… would you like to come with me?” I asked.

      “Come with you?” Dyr appeared startled.

      I shrugged and said, “It doesn’t sound like those people really care about you, so why don’t you come with me? I’ll introduce you to my friends.”

      Dyr cocked her hips at an angle and crossed her arms, which had the effect of pushing her breasts together, though she didn’t seem to care that I could see her nipples poking through the fabric. I waited patiently as she thought about my offer. Fortunately, the wait wasn’t long before she smiled.

      “I’ll go with you. Thank you.”

      “Then, Dyr, it will be a pleasure working with you.” I smiled at her.

      “Yeah!” Dyr responded by giving me a smile so wide her eyes were forced shut.
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      The first thing we needed to do was find a place to stay the night. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out for, but it was already past midday, which meant we probably wouldn’t make much progress right now. Nighttime was when Demon Beasts became the most active. Given that I had no idea how long it would take to find my companions, or even how far away they were from my current location, finding a place to spend the night was the best option for us both.

      We were fortunate enough to find a cave about two kilometers from where we met, though it was currently occupied. Dyr and I were kneeling behind a pair of bushes and observing the large, armored figures stomping into and out of the cave. They weren’t tall, but these creatures had large builds, four massive legs, a long tail, and hard-armored shells protecting their bodies.

      “Those are Armored Dillos,” I said. “They’re listed as a C-Rank Demon Beast, but if you find a family of them, then their threat level can go up to a B-Rank.”

      “Sounds dangerous.” Dyr hadn’t taken her eyes off the Armored Dillos as she spoke. “What should we do? Leave and try to find another place to stay?”

      I looked at the setting sun, at the colors being painted across the sky, and shook my head. “It’s far too late to find another place to stay the night. There’s no telling how long it would take to find a cave like this. We’ll just have to fight these Demon Beasts and claim the cave for ourselves.”

      “Okay.” Dyr nodded with enthusiasm before, unbiddenly, an embarrassed blush spread across her cheeks. I didn’t know why until she began rubbing the back of her head and explained something to me. “I should tell you… I don’t really know how to fight.”

      I stared at the girl in shock, wondering if perhaps I’d heard wrong, but no, that wasn’t the case. While this girl seemed to have a sort of natural athleticism and even possessed a good deal of Spiritual Power, it was easy to see from the way she moved that she had no combat training. Spiritualists with training carried themselves a certain way, possessing a grace and elegance about them, a confidence that couldn’t be masked.

      This girl had none of that.

      “I understand,” I said with a sigh. “Just leave this to me and don’t lose those ingredients you’re holding.”

      “Will do! You can definitely count on me to watch the ingredients! I won’t let them out of my sight!” Dyr had a makeshift bag in her hand that was bulging with all the ingredients I’d gathered on our way to this cave. The bag was something I’d created from weaving together several really long fronds.

      Standing up, I stepped out from behind the bush and walked over to the cave. The Armored Dillos noticed me almost right away and they unleashed ferocious cries as several of them rolled up into balls and charged at me. Their movements reminded me of boulders falling from a cliff during a landslide.

      There were about six of them in all.

      The first thing I did was create a spear made of lightning, which I hurled at the Armored Dillo nearest me. Because Armored Dillos were Demon Beasts with an earth affinity, my lightning was strong against it, and the spear went straight through its body. The Armored Dillo died right there. Its body unfurled and it tumbled along the ground, rolling to a stop.

      Lightning gathered in my hand again. Kneeling, I placed my hand against the ground and sent the lightning through the earth, using the trace amounts of iron found within the ground to send it out in a wide arc. None of the Armored Dillos were able to escape. Lightning covered their bodies and paralyzed them, then I disposed of them one at a time by hitting them with bolts of lightning that easily pierced through their armored hides.

      It felt a little too easy.

      “You can come out now,” I said to Dyr, who popped her head out from behind the bush. She stepped into the clearing near the cave and whistled.

      “You’re really strong, aren’t you?”

      While a smile appeared on my face, I felt it was more self-deprecating than happy. I looked down at my hands, which I slowly clenched into fists, and thought about my current level of strength.

      “Maybe,” I muttered in a soft voice, “but my current strength is nowhere near enough. I have to keep getting even stronger.”

      Dyr tilted her head like she didn’t understand what I was saying. Of course, she didn’t. Unlike me, she wasn’t aware that in less than three years, an entire army of Demon Beasts would invade Nevaria.

      No one knew that but me.

      After taking the monster cores from the Armored Dillos, Dyr and I entered the cave, which was a bit smaller than I originally estimated, but still large enough to sleep in. I tasked Dyr with gathering some firewood, which she took to with enthusiasm. While she did that, I got to work on creating a repellent that would keep the Demon Beasts at bay during the night.

      The first thing I needed to do was create a makeshift mortar and pestle. I did that by finding a rock that was big enough to be used as a mortar and another that I could use as a pestle, then I carved them into the general shape of a mortar and pestle using the water element. Water swirled around the rocks, grinding away at them, eroding them while also changing their shape to match my needs. I felt only a slight drain on my Spiritual Power.

      While I did this, Dyr came back with several dozen twigs and even a bramble of branches. She carried them in so easily that it made me wonder why someone so strong didn’t know how to fight.

      “I’ve got the firewood!” Dyr announced in a cheerful voice.

      “Thanks. Please set that over there,” I gestured toward the center of the cave.

      “Okay!”

      Dyr dumped the twigs and branches where I told her to, then I stood up and gestured for her to follow me.

      “Where are we going now?” she asked.

      “To catch some food,” I answered. “I don’t have any food on me, and it doesn’t look like you do either, so we need to find some.” At that moment, Dyr’s stomach released a loud rumble, causing her to rub her belly and me to grin. “We definitely need to find something to eat. That stomach of yours is making so much noise I’m sure it will attract Demon Beasts.”

      “Y-you think so?” Dyr’s eyes became as large as saucers as she looked at me in shock. “Do you think that’s why Demon Beasts are so attracted to me?! Is it because my stomach makes this noise whenever I’m hungry?!”

      I stared at the girl for several seconds, wondering what she was going on about, and then replied, “… no, I don’t think those two things have anything to do with each other. What I said just now was a figure of speech.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Dyr placed a hand against her chest and breathed a sigh of relief. I shook my head.

      There were plenty of animals to catch that weren’t Demon Beasts. Rabbits and fish were the most numerous, but there were also foxes, various kinds of birds, and a few nonpoisonous snakes.

      Because I was courting Lin, I couldn’t bring myself to eat a snake; just thinking about eating one reminded me of when Lin had been stuck in snake form. I ended up using a combination of the lightning and water elements to kill several rabbits, which I brought back to the cave and skinned after creating a knife out of highly condensed water. While I was working hard on preparing the rabbits to be cooked over a fire, Dyr squatted beside me and watched.

      “You’re pretty good at this camping stuff, huh?” she asked.

      A smile appeared on my face. “A while back, I traveled all over the place and rarely stayed in any towns or cities. Because I was always in the wilderness, I learned how to survive through trial and error.” I shrugged as I continued working. “You learn a thing or two when you’re very survival depends on your ability to adapt.”

      “Towns and cities? You mean Nevaria?” asked Dyr.

      “No.” I shook my head. “There are a lot more towns and cities than just Nevaria.”

      “Wait. Really?!”

      “Why do you sound so shocked?”

      “B-but everyone knows that there are no more civilizations aside from Nevaria!” Dyr exclaimed. “They were all destroyed during the Great Catastrophe! Hagen told me that!”

      “I don’t know who Hagen is, but he’s wrong.” I continued skinning the rabbits, then laid them side by side on the ground. There were only three, but that should be enough. “Beyond the Endless Desert is a place called the Northern Plains, which has many cities and towns. Several of those cities are even larger than Nevaria.”

      “Is that really true?” asked a wide-eyed Dyr.

      “It is.”

      Grabbing some of the larger branches, I used the water element to shave away at them, until they formed shapes that I could use to create a spit. Then I shoved the prepared rabbit meat onto the rotisserie and used the other branches I had transformed to hold it up. After that, I gathered the twigs and remaining branches, set them up underneath the spit, and used the lightning element to create a spark. The spark hit the branches and started a small flame, which I quickly fanned by feeding it oxygen.

      “Can you watch the rabbit meat so it doesn’t burn?” I asked. “I have to prepare that repellent.”

      “Yeah! Even I can do that much!” Dyr thumped her chest. “You can leave this to me!”

      “Thank you.”

      Since Dyr said she could do that for me, I should be able to focus on creating the repellent now. I reached for the makeshift leaf bag I had made. After undoing the knot keeping it closed, the bag unfolded into a square shape of interweaving leaves. Several different types of plants were sitting on top: purple grass, everoot, and Buchu Buchu leaves. All of them were fairly common ingredients that could be found in clumps throughout the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      The first thing I grabbed was the purple grass, which I made quick work of, mashing it up in my makeshift mortar until it turned into a fine paste. Then I took the Buchu Buchu leaves and did the same thing. Buchu Buchu leaves were dark red, about the size of my fist, and vaguely resembled the shape of a heart. When the skin broke, it released a red liquid that mixed into the Purple Grass paste. Now a slightly muddy color, I took the everoot, created a knife out of water, and began shaving slices into the mortar.

      “Hey, hey. What are you doing?” asked Dyr.

      “I’m creating a repellent that will ward off Demon Beasts,” I said. “It isn’t quite alchemy since it doesn’t involve refining a pill, though it can be refined into one if someone wishes to. Anyway, while this isn’t at the same level of alchemy, its principles of mixing ingredients are similar. This particular repellent is odorless to humans. However, it creates a repugnant odor that drives Demon Beasts away.” I paused as I finished cutting the everoot into thin shavings, took the pestle, and began grinding them into the watery brown paste. “Oddly enough, while Demon Beasts can’t stand the smell, if they were to somehow eat this, it would act as an aphrodisiac and make them aroused.”

      “That so? Sounds like an interesting creation.” Dyr was now looking at me as I worked.

      I was in the process of grinding down all the everoot shavings, which mixed into the liquid and caused it to thicken. I couldn’t smell anything, but that was how I knew I had succeeded. Until now, I had been smelling the individual fragrances of each ingredient.

      Dyr’s nose twitched several times as she looked around and began sniffing the air. I glanced at her, wondering what it was she was smelling, but then I also caught the scent of something that made my eyes bulge. I glanced over at the rabbits roasting over the fire. Smoke was wafting from their burnt underbellies and rising up to the ceiling.

      “Dyr! The food! It’s burning!”

      “Wha—AH! You’re right!”

      “Quick! Take the spit off the fire!”

      “R-right! Just hang on! I’ve got this!”

      Dyr rushed over to the fire and grabbed the spit, but when she did, the rotisserie tilted and the rabbits slid off and fell into the fire.

      “AH! THEY FELL IN!”

      “THEN HURRY UP AND GET THEM OUT!”

      “WHAT ARE YOU SAYING?! I CAN’T STICK MY HAND IN A FIRE!”

      That evening, Dyr and I had extra crispy rabbit for dinner.
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      After eating a very unsatisfactory dinner, I lay down on my back to get some sleep. The repellent I made was situated right outside the cave. It should do a good job of keeping any Demon Beast from wandering too close for at least one night.

      I had lost my backpack and sleeping bag when I fell down that ravine. The ground was hard and uncomfortable, making me realize this body of mine was not used to sleeping outdoors anymore. I longed for the comfort of my bed. Even if it was just a sleeping bag, I was sure that would have been better than this hard, cold ground.

      Despite my complaints, I fell asleep pretty quickly, which I chalked up to my exhaustion. My body just couldn’t go on anymore. However, it felt like barely a second had passed before I woke up again. I couldn’t figure out the immediate reason. There was no sunlight streaming into the cave, so I knew it was still night. What could have possibly—

      Sniff.

      I froze.

      Sniff sniff sniff.

      The sound of someone sniffing the air echoed with a strange loudness in the cave. Of course, if that was all I had to deal with, then I wouldn’t have been too worried, but on top of someone sniffing around, the person—thing?—was literally nuzzling into my crotch as they sniffed. I could feel their nose and hot breath through my clothes. To make matters worse, my dick was growing harder from the nuzzling.

      “Stop it, Kari,” I muttered, reaching out and trying to push the head away from my crotch. A loud growling noise met my ears.

      That was not a noise that Kari had ever made during our bedtime shenanigans.

      That was when I realized it. I wasn’t sleeping with Kari in that cave after the Demon Beasts invaded Nevaria. I was back in my seventeen-year-old body, sleeping in a cave with a girl I had just met.

      I felt like I’d been struck by lightning as I became more alert.

      Just as I was debating what I should do, whether I should kick this intruder in the face or try something else, a loud tearing sound echoed around me. The area around my crotch became really breezy. I lifted myself up to look down, but then I was forced to throw my head back when something long, warm, and wet went from my balls all the way to the tip of my cock. A groan erupted from my throat. Then the tip of my dick became engulfed in pleasant warmth.

      Gnashing my teeth together, I fought through the haze to look at who was doing this to me. It was…

      “Dyr?!”

      Indeed, the person currently sucking on the head of my dick was Dyr. Her cheeks had grown flushed and her eyes were glazed over as she swirled her tongue around my cock head. The sensations, something I hadn’t felt in a long time, were so pleasant that I nearly came right there, but I knew I couldn’t do that. I had to hold it in.

      “What are you doing?! Get off me!”

      I tried to shove the girl away, but she snarled at me and swatted at my hands, knocking them back.

      Something was wrong. As I looked into the girl’s glazed-over eyes, I sensed a feralness coming from her, like she’d lost all sense of self. It was as if she’d become a creature of instinct.

      What in the nine realms was going on?!

      I had to bite back a groan when Dyr took even more of my dick into her mouth. This was not good. If I didn’t do something soon, I was pretty sure we’d reach the point of no return.

      Thinking fast, I lifted my hand above my head and channeled my Spiritual Power, transforming the pure energy into the water element. A large ball about three times the size of my head appeared above us. It floated in the air, undulating as though it was trying to break apart.

      Dyr could not take my entire dick into her mouth. She tried, gagged, and was forced to back off. But then she began licking my dick like it was candy. The electric sensation raced from my cock to my brain, jolting me and making my control slip. I grunted as I struggled to contain my own desires and let go of my technique.

      Dyr and I became drenched in several dozen liters of water.
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      “I-I am so sorry! I have no idea what came over me!” Dyr apologized profusely for the hundredth time as she and I continued our journey to find my companions.

      “It’s… fine.” I grimaced. “You didn’t go any further than sucking or licking, so… well, I suppose we can just pretend this never happened.”

      Dyr pressed her hands against her face. “I can’t believe I did that! I’m so embarrassed!”

      Immediately after I doused us both with freezing cold water, Dyr had returned to her usual self. She’d been so shocked to find herself sucking me off that she’d nearly bitten my dick. Afterward, she had apologized over and over again.

      That event had happened several hours ago.

      It was early in the morning. The twin moons had gone down and the sun was on the rise. The two of us were following the river that I had drifted through after falling down that ravine. I was thankful there was only one river. Our current course had us traveling up a slow-rising incline. To our left were thousands of trees leading into another forest. To our right, several dozen kilometers away, was a steep cliff, part of the mountains that surrounded Nevaria.

      Seeing Dyr act embarrassed and remorseful doused any hard feelings I might have had toward her attempt at raping me. I wasn’t a great judge of character, but I could at least tell when someone was being genuine, and right now, this strange girl was truly feeling remorse over her actions. From that, I became positive that she really was being honest.

      That said, if she hadn’t intended to rape me, then just what had come over her?

      After everything had calmed down, I’d gone out and removed what was left over from the Demon Beast repellent. It wouldn’t be useful on our journey since the scent would disperse too much as we moved. There had been less than I expected, but I recognized I’d been working with fewer ingredients than normal. Once I’d dumped the rest in a nearby bush, the two of us had set off.

      Dyr had been apologizing ever since.

      “Let’s just keep going,” I suggested to the girl. “We’ll want to be a little quieter too, so maybe you could stop apologizing? Please? I think you’ve done it enough already.”

      “Right! I’ll stop apologizing!” Dyr nodded several times with heavy bobbing motions. She even clenched her fists as though showing off how determined she was not to say “sorry” to me anymore.

      We’d been traveling for a few hours, and I think we were beginning to reach the ravine. If we climbed this incline, I was pretty sure we’d be there, though the spot where I had fallen was likely still a ways off. Since we were on an incline now, the river we’d been following had disappeared, which meant we no longer had that as a guide, but now all we had to do was follow the ledge a few meters to our left.

      The further we traveled, the higher up we climbed, the wider the crack became. This was definitely the ravine I had fallen down.

      As we walked, I periodically used Spiritual Perception to see if I could find my companions, but so far, I hadn’t had any luck. Spiritual Perception had a fairly wide range. However, the Demon Beast Mountain Range was massive. Even just this ravine and the surrounding forests were probably several dozen square kilometers.

      “Do you think your friends are still in the area you fell?” asked Dyr.

      “Probably not.” I activated Spiritual Perception again. I sighed when I sensed nothing. “I imagine they will be searching for me, so the chances of us running into them on our way there is fairly high.”

      “You don’t think they would have gone back to Nevaria?”

      I shook my head. “I’m sure Mykkel tried to convince them to return, but Kari, Fay, and Lin are unlikely to listen to him.”

      “And those three are…?”

      “I suppose you could say they are my lovers,” I said when she trailed off with a questioning look on her face. I could almost see the question mark above her head. “I’m courting them right now, but I think we’ll eventually get married.”

      “Ohhh…” Dyr’s eyes gained an extra luster. “So it’s that kind of relationship! I’ve heard about those! So the three of you have a lot of sex?”

      Her words made my foot drag across the ground. My foot hit a heavy rock, which caused me to pitch forward, though I managed to pinwheel my arms and catch myself. Placing a hand on my chest, I took several deep breaths and turned to Dyr.

      “I haven’t had sex with any of them yet.”

      “You haven’t?” Dyr tilted her head like she was having trouble understanding. “But… isn’t that what you do in a relationship like that? Hagen is always having sex with his lovers.”

      “Is that so…” Her words caused something inside of me to stir. “Does he… have sex with you too?”

      “Huh?! Oh, no!” Dyr waved her hand back and forth. “I’m not desirable at all! Hagen is always telling me about how hideous I am, and all the guards keep their distance from me, probably because I’m so ugly.”

      “I don’t think that’s true at all.” I turned my head to present her with a frown. “I think you’re really cute. I’m not sure who this Hagen is, but he doesn’t seem to have good taste if he thinks you’re ugly.”

      “Wha… really? You think I’m cute?” When I nodded, Dyr’s cheeks turned a dark shade of pink as she placed her hands against them as though trying to hide her blush. “Hee-hee. That’s the first time anyone has ever said that to me.”

      Hearing her talk about all this made me wonder about her home life. It didn’t sound like she was treated very well, making me think I should try and investigate her family a bit more. Actually, I really should do that. I didn’t know who this Skygge or Hagen was, but the fact that they would take this girl into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and then leave her there rubbed me the wrong way.

      I made a mental note to speak with Dante when I returned to Nevaria.

      Our conversation petered out after a while, though we made the occasional comment here and there. I planned on activating Spiritual Perception again, but just before I could, a fierce sense of determination like a blazing inferno swept through me. Heat spread from the Ring of Marji on my finger at the same time. I blinked several times as I looked down at the rose-thorn patterns.

      “Of course! The ring!” I exclaimed.

      “Huh? Ring? What?” Dyr asked, completely baffled.

      I didn’t pay attention to her words, instead cursing myself for having forgotten all about the ring Lin had given me. The Ring of Marji was infused with Lin’s Spiritual Power, which meant she and I were connected on a spiritual level. It should be possible for me to sense her with this.

      I focused on the Ring of Marji. My consciousness felt like it was slipping away as I touched the other consciousness located within the ring. That was definitely Lin’s presence I felt, and now that I could feel her, I had a general sense of which direction she was in.

      “Follow me!” I said to Dyr as I began moving.

      “Huh? Uh, okay!”

      I began moving quickly, keeping Lin’s presence in my mind’s eyes as I moved. An hour passed like that. I activated Spiritual Perception again and grinned as five Spiritual Auras suddenly appeared within my range. Two of them were a fiery red, one was green, another was blue, one was a dark purple, and, finally, there was a golden aura that I could never mistake.

      I began running deeper into the forest. After a few seconds, I heard the sound of someone coming up behind me. I turned my head. It was Dyr, bounding forward on all fours to keep up. While I found the sight odd, I put her strangeness out of my mind and focused on following those signatures I’d detected. We raced past trees, shrubs, and rocks, the world blurring around us, and before half an hour had gone by, I heard voices.

      “If we keep going in this direction, we’ll eventually hit the river at the bottom of this ravine. Are you sure this is the correct way, Lin?” asked a male voice.

      “This princess is telling you, she felt Darling’s presence over this way. The Ring of Marji connects us.” That was definitely Lin.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t know anything about this ‘Ring of Marji’ you’re talking about. All I have to go on is your word.”

      “Are you saying this princess’s word isn’t good enough?!”

      “That’s not what I’m saying at all.”

      “How long will that take?” asked another voice, female, and one I recognized even better than my own.

      “I don’t know. Hours maybe?”

      The three voices belonged to Mykkel, Lin, and Kari.

      Seconds after I heard their voices, I burst into a small clearing and skidded to a stop. Dyr stopped beside me. I breathed heavily through my nose as I looked at the people within the clearing.

      All six of them had stopped what they were doing and turned in my direction. Mykkel and Geirolf looked like they’d seen a ghost, while Earland didn’t appear completely surprised by my sudden appearance. However, it was the expressions on the three girls that caught my attention the most.

      Kari, Fay, and Lin were staring at me with expressions of anguish, dissolution, and hope. It was as if they really wanted to believe that I was truly standing before them, but they were so afraid I was fake that their minds and hearts weren’t letting them believe what their eyes were showing them. As my heart rate slowed down, I stood up straighter and gave them a smile.

      “Sorry, it took me a while to return,” I said. “I was delayed.”

      The three girls remained frozen in place where they squatted on the ground. I could see a map sitting between the group, leading me to believe they were planning a route to take so they could search for me. Since none of the girls were moving, I wondered if I should perhaps take the initiative, but the situation was soon taken out of my hand.

      “Eryk!”

      “Darling!”

      When Lin and Kari launched themselves from the ground at me, I could have moved out of the way with the Flash Step, but I didn’t. I let the two girls tackle me. Lin reached me first because her tail gave her extra power when it came to pouncing, but Kari wasn’t far behind. The pair slammed into my chest and knocked me to the ground.

      “Eryk! Eryk! I knew you were alive! I just knew it! I… I…”

      “Darling! How dare you leave this princess before at least giving her a baby! If you had died, then she… she wouldn’t know… what to do with herself anymore!!”

      As the two girls started crying into my chest, wetting my clothing with their tears, I rubbed the back of their heads. I was a little breathless. Their pounces had knocked the air from my lungs, but I was, fortunately, more durable than most.

      “Sorry for worrying you,” I said.

      Neither of them said anything, though they didn’t hesitate to bury their faces into my chest and rub their noses on my clothes. I felt my clothing become soaked with tears. And while they were letting out their sorrow in a blatantly obvious manner, Fay walked up to me with a kind smile, her lips trembling.

      “I’m glad to see… that you are okay,” she said in a reserved voice.

      “Do you want to jump on me too?” I asked. “I’m sure there’s room for one more.”

      Fay shook her head, snorting, giggling, and choking back a sob at the same time. She wiped her eyes before the tears could fall and said, “I think I will let them have their moment with you first.” She glanced at the two, a soft, sad smile on her face. “They are a bit more needy than I am.”
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That much was true. While Fay had her emotional moments, such as the time after she lost to Catalyna during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, I felt like she was a lot more mature than either Kari or Lin. She didn’t show her emotions as readily. On the other hand, Kari, even as an adult, sometimes had trouble putting her emotions aside. Lin was the most immature of them all, though I was sure her neediness was also because she’d been alone for so long until she started living with me.

      By this point, Kari and Lin had stopped crying, though they hadn’t gotten off me yet. Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland all stood up and made their way over to us. Geirolf was frowning like he wanted to make a snide comment, but every time he opened his mouth, he would glance at Fay and slowly close it. Mykkel and Earland were smiling. Well, Earland’s expression was more like a smirk, but that was about as close to a smile as I’d seen from him.

      “Welcome back,” Mykkel said. “I have to be honest. I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      “It will take a lot more than a two-hundred-meter drop to kill me,” I said with confidence.

      “Yes, I can see that.” Mykkel chuckled. His chuckles petered out as he suddenly glanced off to the side. I wondered what he was looking at, but then he looked back at me and asked, “By the way, who is this with you?”

      I knew he was referring to Dyr. At the mention of the person with me, Fay, Earland, and Geirolf also focused on the brown-skinned girl. I’m sure Kari and Lin would have as well. However, they were still lying on my chest. For her part, Dyr just looked a little confused as they stared at her. She tilted her head in such a way that, for whatever reason, I was reminded of a puppy.

      Making a gesture that said, “Wait a minute,” I focused on calming Kari and Lin down some more. When I judged them to be sufficiently calm, I had them sit up so they weren’t lying on top of me.

      “Sorry about getting so emotional,” Kari muttered as she wiped at her red eyes.

      “Naw.” I shook my head. “Don’t worry about that. I’m the one who’s sorry for worrying you so much.”

      I reached out and wiped her tears away with my thumb and fingers, but then Kari caught my hand and brought it to her lips. The gentle brush of her lips against my fingers caused an electric current to race through my body. Truth be told, if I wasn’t conscious of where we were, I was positive I would have lost control and made love to her right there.

      “Waaa!” A cry came from Lin. “That’s not fair! This princess also deserves some affection! Big Sister, stop hogging him all to yourself!”

      I expected Kari to say something like, “Since I’m the big sister, you have to let me have some time with him first.” However, contrary to my belief, all Kari did was smile and scoot away a bit. She made a gesture that Lin interpreted somehow. Then I found a snake girl liberally wrapping her arms and tail around my body. Lin buried her face into my neck and clung to me like I would disappear the moment she let go.

      Having realized I wouldn’t be getting up very soon, I decided to introduce Dyr to everyone else while sitting on the ground with a snake girl wrapped around my body like an extra-long scarf. The introduction wasn’t very long. I only told them her name, that she and I met after I’d woken up, and that we had decided to travel together. Even if they asked me more questions, it wasn’t like I could answer them.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Dyr.” Now that she had recovered, Kari stood up and bowed to her. Even though her eyes were red from crying, her manners remained impeccable. “My name is Kari Astralia. Thank you for taking care of Eryk for us.”

      “O-oh, no! You don’t have to thank me!” Dyr waved her hands back and forth. “Rather, I feel like I should be thanking him. I didn’t really do anything. In fact, it would be more accurate to say he took care of me. I’m pretty sure I would have gotten killed by Demon Beasts if it weren’t for him.”

      Kari’s smile widened. “Even so, I appreciate that someone was around to help him, so thank you.”

      Dyr looked away from the girl, her gaze flitting everywhere except on Kari. It gave me the sense that she didn’t accept compliments well. If what I suspected about her family life was true, then she had probably never received a real compliment before today.

      As Kari and Fay asked Dyr some basic questions like what she was doing in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, Lin had begun licking me with her tongue. I tried telling her to stop. However, she lowered her head and flicked her tongue over my clothes. I realized she was scenting something, but I didn’t realize what that something was until she flicked her tongue against my crotch.

      I felt an odd sense of dread well up in my chest when Lin looked up at me with her narrowed golden eyes.

      “Darling,” she began slowly, “why does your penis smell of an unfamiliar woman?”

      All conversation ceased at those words. As one, Kari, Fay, Dyr, Geirolf, Earland, and Mykkel turned to me. While the three boys merely looked like they didn’t understand, the two other girls were gazing at me with cold eyes. I almost felt like I’d suddenly been struck with a Spiritual Ice Technique. On the other hand, Dyr’s face suddenly exploded with color.

      “Er…” I restarted my brain and tried to think of what I could say to get out of this situation. “I can explain.”

      I didn’t do a very good job.

      “I should hope so,” Fay muttered, her voice even colder than her eyes. “For your sake.”

      In the face of those cold glares, all I could do was swallow the fear that caused my heart to leap into my throat. It felt like I’d just been transported from the Endless Desert to the tallest and snowiest peaks of the Misty Mountain Range.
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            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to thank everyone who read WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior 5. I hope you enjoyed it immensely.

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach a lot of readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      Amazon is sadly not very reliable about letting readers know when an author has a new book out. You can still follow me, but your best bet to learn when I have a new book 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, and when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I try to post less 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 Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and Gamelit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem stories (or gamelit) in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you immensely for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.
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      Thank you all for reading WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior 5. I hope you liked it. If you did enjoy this volume and have the time, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or whatever website you bought it. They are the life’s blood of us author and books quite literally live and die by their reviews.

      Volume 5 is the beginning of Act II for my series, and as I’m sure many of you realize, that means this volume introduced a lot of new characters, new information, and is building up the plot for the current act. This act is going to have a lot more action than my previous one—and a lot more danger.

      Before I get into that, I want to discuss the harem aspect of this series. Now that the polygamous relationship between Eryk and his women is being solidified, you’re going to see a lot more romance between my characters. One of the differences between Eryk and other protagonists I’ve written is that he’s never been against polygamous relationships. He just never considered being in one himself. However, now that he is in one, he’s going to do his damnedest to be the best lover these three will ever have.

      Before you ask me if anyone else will join the harem, I will just say that, yes, there will be more, but I’m not planning to make the harem too big. I’ve got some plans in the works. However, I’m not really a planner and prefer to let my writing flow naturally, so some of my plans for the harem may or may not pan out depending on how my characters react. I’ve sometimes had entire characters derail my writing.

      Aside from the harem finally becoming a thing, we have now reached one of the most important parts of the past timeline in Eryk’s dreams, which I have been building up to for a while now. This is the point where I begin introducing information from the past timeline that will become relevant to the current timeline, though it might not seem that way right away.

      I was also able to show off Eryk’s limitations in this volume. One thing I’ve done in this series is build up Eryk to be an incredibly powerful Spiritualist. It goes without saying that he is easily one of the most powerful people within Nevaria, but that doesn’t mean he’s invincible. I’d say Eryk has about the same strength as a squadron of Nevarian Spiritualists led by a Captain, which means he’s about equal in strength to a B-Rank Demon Beast. However, since the strength of Demon Beasts of the same rank can vary widely, that only means he’s equal to some of them. There’s also things like elemental advantages and disadvantages to consider.

      One thing I tried to make clear is that Eryk is much stronger now than he was when he and Kari were forced into the Endless Desert. Had this been the Eryk in his past life, it would have taken both him and Kari everything they had to kill the Giant Svart. The current Eryk was able to kill it on his own, though it was a near thing.

      The final thing I want to talk about in this afterword is Dyr. I’m sure some people have figured out that she’s not quite what she seems. I won’t say much other than she is integral to this act’s entire plot and will have a role to play.

      That’s all I really wanted to say about my story, so I’d like to give some last minute thanks to all the people who made this series possible.

      First, I really want to thank my artist for sticking with me. She is amazing. I’ve watched her on Twitch a few times, and I really love how expressive she made the artwork for this volume. All of my characters feel so much more alive thanks to her.

      To my editor, Crystal Holdefer, thank you so much. You did an amazing job with American Kitsune, and I’m very glad to have you working on WIEDERGEBURT with me.

      To my proofreaders, thanks a bunch for helping me fix all the small mistakes I made with my spelling and homonyms. It’s embarrassing when I mix up flower with flour.

      To my patrons, thank you guys so much for supporting me on Patreon. You’re like my beta readers and always help make the final product for my series better.

      And finally, to all the people who read and reviewed this series on Amazon or wherever you bought this from, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I wouldn’t be here writing light novels were it not for you. Your support and encouragement means the world to me, and I hope you’ll stick around for Wiedergeburt volume 6.

      
        
        ~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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