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    Chapter 1
The Weakest One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No! Get away! a young man thought to himself while running for his life from a gigantic shadowy creature.  
 
    It resembled a bear fused with a Griffon and was intent on catching the human squirming in front of its eyes. No matter how fast the man ran, the vast forest he was making his escape through seemed like an endless maze, without any light of hope shining through the dense upper branches of the spooky trees. 
 
    As he dashed desperately, he stumbled over tree roots many times, giving his pursuer more and more chances to catch up to him. Almost completely exhausted, he didn’t want to just give up.  
 
    He had never ever gave up in his life. Not even once had he wavered on his path to become a great Summoner, even though he wasn’t able to call upon anything stronger than a Dashing Rabbit. Not even once had his heart been feeling down with all the bullying and abuse from his fellow Summoner colleagues in the academy.  
 
    No. He had sworn to dedicate his whole existence to researching Summoning Magic so that he could surround himself with legendary magical beasts and live while taking care of those majestic creatures, possibly also gaining strength to save people from unfortunate events, like the raiding of his own village. 
 
    While recalling his whole life of meticulous studying and experiments, the man’s leg got caught in a vine bush, making him fall to the dirty ground. The bear-like monstrosity quickly arrived at his side and rose on its hind legs threateningly, releasing a ferocious squeal from its Griffon-like beak.  
 
    Shit, shit, shit! Why?! Why doesn’t any strong beast ever answer my callings?! 
 
    Envisioning his peril under the claws of the giant monster, he gathered his mana, bit on his thumb, and while recollecting everything he had learned up to this day, pressed it to the ground, screaming every chant ever known to the humanity’s Summoners in his mind.  
 
    A green summoning circle appeared under his hand and started releasing smoke of the same color. Seconds passed and passed, the man begged and prayed in his mind, offering even his own soul as the summoning catalyst, but nothing was answering his calls. The circle broke into hundreds of particles, leaving the poor Summoner at the mercy of the shadowy predator. 
 
    Completely spent, he raised his head to watch his final moments, filled with pride. He did everything he could. He had done much more research, training, studying, experimenting, theorizing than even some professors at his renowned academy. His knowledge about summoning was boundless, but his affinity for it was finite. And it was the lowest ever recorded in the history of the institution, earning him the title of the Weakest Summoner.  
 
    Why was fate so cruel? Why did people who yearned only for money and fame contract powerful beasts, often using them in abusive ways without any affection or care, but those who sacrificed their whole life to understand them better and dreamed of nothing else than just spending their life happily surrounded by entities they would rather die than even offend ended up without any capability to do so? 
 
    He would never know the answer. The unyielding claw of death began descending onto the kneeling man. He gave it a last look with a proud smile and opened his arms to welcome death, which failed to claim his body and soul those long eighteen years ago. The monstrosity slashed straight at him from above and— 
 
    “Asti! How long do you plan on sleeping? Don’t you have an exam today?” 
 
    The assailant disappeared into the darkness, alongside the whole forest and world, as a kind voice of a woman arrived at the man’s ears. Only the loud thumping of his panicked heart could still be heard. The man calmed his mind and began to slowly analyze the situation. Realizing that it wasn’t the darkness enveloping his eyes but eyelids, he raised them and got hit by mischievous sunrays aimed straight at his face. He took a look around and noticed that he was sitting by his desk. 
 
    A dream? Did I fall asleep over my notes again? 
 
    Moving his gaze down, he spotted tens of pages, recognizing his own scribbles. The evidence was clear as a day. He stretched his arms while yawning loudly and trying to remember every part of this weird dream. They often carried a lot of meaning and were a great source of inspiration for magical studies. 
 
    “Asterios! You will be late!” the woman shouted again. 
 
    He finally woke up completely and recalled her previous statement. It truly was the day of another examination period. Asterios hastily glanced at the clock hanging on the wall of his room and his heart, which had barely settled down, began racing again. 
 
    “Oh fuck me! I am going to be late!” he screamed in terror. 
 
    “Language!” 
 
    “Sorry, Mom!” 
 
    “Dress up and come down. I’ve prepared you a light breakfast that you can eat on the way to the academy.” 
 
    Without any hint of hesitation, Asterios promptly switched his clothing. He already was dressed but he couldn’t just rush for an exam with a set of clothes he had on himself for two days. Asterios took a quick glance at his reflection in the mirror, confirming that his good-looking face wasn’t dirty anywhere, and combed through his short black hair with his fingers a few times to fix them. 
 
    He dashed out of his room and jumped over the stairs, landing in the dining room connected to the kitchen. A figure of a woman with shoulder-long brown hair and a braid lying on her shoulder entered his vision. 
 
    “Ah! Can you not use stairs like a normal human?” she said, a little spooked by his sudden appearance. 
 
    “Sorry! Every second counts!” 
 
    He grabbed the package from his mother’s hands, left a gentle kiss on her cheek, and darted through the entrance of their home. 
 
    “Do your best!” she shouted after him, but it did not reach his ears as Asterios was already fully focused on making it on time to the academy’s grounds. “Gosh, he really needs to take more breaks. He’ll never find a girl while sitting in books all day and night. What kind of a man doesn’t have a girlfriend by the age of nineteen?” His mom shook her head with a smile forming on her lips. 
 
    Rosewind was a medium-sized merchant town, thriving off the many trade routes that passed through it. Being placed near some of the most used trails was one of its blessings. The most crucial one was the most renowned Summoning Academy in the whole Human Continent, which was currently the target of Asterios’ mad dash. The town was bustling with people and the roads were crowded to the extreme, making it much harder for him to push through. 
 
    While he mustered all his strength and energy to move his legs, many of his colleagues passed by his side with ease. Or even above his head. The fact was, Asterios didn’t exactly oversleep. Just the route to the institution's premises took him much longer than other students, who were currently dashing around while mounted on the backs of their summoned beasts. Many tigers and wolves pounced between buildings’ walls while smaller Drakes and even some Pegasi darted through the air. An everyday sight for the residents of Rosewind as everyone who came to live here already knew what they were getting into. 
 
    Unfortunately, Asterios never managed to summon and contract any beasts big enough for him to ask for a ride. All he could do was to employ the help of those that were considered critters by others, like his current partner, Mii the Dashing Rabbit.  
 
    He had never blamed the magical beasts for this, only himself for lacking the ability to attract their attention. Intense studies and research were his escape and hope at the same time. He never planned on abandoning his dream. 
 
    Feeling a slight mental nudge, filled to the brim with cheering intention and a lot of affection, he smiled and increased his speed. 
 
    Thanks, Mii. I promise we’ll make it on time! 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the external walls of the academy’s premises appeared in his sight. It was located on the edge of the town, so the last part of the journey was much easier without having to struggle in narrow passageways. 
 
    Everyone knew who he was so the guards at the gate didn’t even bother checking his ID, letting him pass through the entrance like the wind. Asterios glanced at one of the Master’s towers which featured a big clock and smiled. He shouldn’t have any more issues with the amount of time he had left until the first written exam would take place. 
 
    Stopping the rushed pace, he switched into a quick walk and took a stroll to the main building while gazing around. This enormous castle-like structure always took his breath away, no matter how many times he marveled over it. Each building was made of a pure white marble which emanated an aura of wealth, power, and calmness due to the beautiful, grassy hill on which the whole complex was set up.  
 
    And it was huge. School buildings, arenas, dormitories, laboratories, giant library, research and development department, and many more additional facilities, including those for recreational purposes. Asterios always loved spending time in the R&D building or the vast garden while reading new books. 
 
    He checked the schedule on the notice board and headed for the correct classroom, arriving shortly before the start of the exam. 
 
    “Look, the Weakest Summoner is finally here!” Some girl pointed out his entrance and everyone turned their heads towards him. 
 
    “I call dibs on the seat behind him!” a boy quickly exclaimed. 
 
    “No fair! I’m getting the side one then!” another one whined sarcastically while standing up, readying himself to steal the spot next to Asterios. 
 
    He, used to this atmosphere for a long time, didn’t even pay attention to other students’ rude remarks or jabs aimed at him. Why was everyone so eager to sit close to the supposedly weakest one? Because while his practical grades were all the lowest, no one surpassed him in any theory subjects or exams. Asterios almost always scored perfect marks, that’s how dedicated to his passion he was. And naturally, there was nothing better during a written test than sitting behind the smartest kid. 
 
    Mere seconds passed after he chose his place and all adjacent spots were already taken. He rolled his eyes knowing that no amount of cheating would help them. This was one of the end-semester exams and the chances of getting the same questions were incredibly low. The examiner arrived just moments after he sat down and the papers were handed out. 
 
    Asterios scanned through the questions to estimate the time it would take him to finish all of them. It looked like this year’s test was easy, at least for him. A few simple questions to choose a single correct answer from a list, a few to explain some terms, two to write a formula and draw a summoning circle related to a specific element, another bunch to talk in detail about various magical beasts, some other types of questions, and naturally, the last and the biggest one, full of theorycrafting task to make the summoning work with given information, which could be intentionally altered to be incorrect. He loved these types of questions.  
 
    Among the examiners, there was a certain teacher who always invited Asterios to discuss his answers and they spent long hours exchanging pointers and knowledge. His life at the academy was miserable, but it wasn’t completely devoid of entertaining aspects. There existed a few people who actually broke from the crowd mentality and didn’t completely ostracize him. 
 
    After promptly dealing with the first batch of questions, Asterios dived fully into filling the last one to the brim, as much as the white space over the whole piece of paper allowed.  
 
    The time given for the test passed in a flash and the bell signaling its end rang mercilessly. Many students groaned, unsatisfied with their work, and so did he, but not because he didn’t finish all of the tasks. No, he still wanted to write more. There still was a little bit of white on the edge of the page left, uncovered by his scribbles. 
 
    Next was the practical exam. This year, same as the previous one, it was held in the form of a one-on-one arena fight between the Summoners from the same class. It wasn’t so harsh to instantly fail those who lost in it, which was good for Asterios, and also the reason why he was still holding on somehow.  
 
    In that little competition, a jury of examiners would watch the two opponents showcase their skill and base the score on their performance. So, even if one side was being defensive the whole time, it still could be judged as a fine representation of it, taking into consideration the fact that they withstood ferocious attacks of the other examinee for a long time. 
 
    Before the second phase began, Asterios took a stroll to the garden area to relax a bit. He always felt extremely nervous when it came to any practical exam. No matter how hard he trained his body, mind, and techniques, his progress was almost non-existent.  
 
    He sat on one of the benches and brought out a book which was a diary of one of his favorite Summoners from the past age. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
Practical Exam 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While he was engrossed in his reading, a girl approached the bench Asterios was sitting on. 
 
    “Hi, Ast.” 
 
    Looking up from his book, he found a cute woman with medium-long dark sapphire hair and bluish eyes. She wore the academy’s outfit for women, featuring grey stockings, a short ash-grey skirt, and a white shirt with a cream blazer on top of it. She seemed to be somewhere around 165cm in height. In comparison, Asterios reached a bit over 180cm recently, so the difference between them was clearly visible when they stood side by side. As for someone of her height, she had quite an ample chest. A hesitant smile painted her lips. 
 
    “Tina. Is there anything you need from me?” He assumed the usual distant and cold tone he showed to pretty much everyone else besides his mother and some chosen individuals. 
 
    “No, no, no. Sorry to disturb your reading. I just wanted to wish you good luck on your exam.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t think anything will change today. It never does.” Showing a little bit of courtesy, he dived back into his lecture. 
 
    “Ummm… You never know… That’s why you still keep trying, right?” He nodded to her words. “Well… Just do your best. My fight is much later so I’ll come to watch yours.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at the girl, who was smiling a little awkwardly. Asterios wasn’t sure what that would achieve, besides having a decent show of him getting beaten into a pulp. There wasn’t much to learn from watching it. He did not realize though, that not all of his colleagues thought only about their personal gains when getting closer to him. Years of treachery and being used made him doubt everyone’s intentions, making him into a slight loner on the campus grounds. 
 
    Tina made a very light bow and hastily walked away. She could barely control herself with how fast her heart was beating and she didn’t want to offend Asterios with some unnecessary remark she could have blurted out in the heat of the moment. She looked back at his calm figure one more time and smiled to herself. 
 
    Something prodded her mind, sending short messages which could be deciphered as ‘go for it!’. She stopped, blushing a little, and sent a few mental jabs at the consciousness invading her head. 
 
    Shush it, Ori! I’ll tell him after graduation! Yes, definitely then!  
 
    She could feel her partner rolling their eyes through the connection. Tina slapped her cheeks a few times and resumed heading for the notice board to check which arena Asterios was placed in. 
 
    Time for the short break ended and Asterios arrived at one of the small coliseums. He never understood why each arena was built with the aesthetics of one. It looked really funny to see a miniature version of the grand fighting ground which could house only like fifty people in the audience, excluding the sections for the VIPs, where examiners were currently awaiting the contestants. 
 
    He walked towards one of the two balconies hung slightly above the arena’s grounds and looked to the opposite side to see who would be his opponent this year. It was a seventeen-year-old boy with short blond hair. He knew him pretty well. Fate really was mischievous, placing him against one of the students that hated Asterios the most.  
 
    He sighed heavily and prayed in his mind that nothing would go wrong today. 
 
    “Look who it is. Is your rabbit ready to become minced meat like that useless ferret you brought in three years ago?” The boy smirked at him from the other side of the arena. 
 
    He furrowed his brows. Asterios couldn’t care less about any insult directed at him, but his beasts and family were a no-go territory. That rude remark had reminded him of his previous partner, Roy the Soaring Ferret, who had unfortunately lost his life during one of the runs in a training course. One of the obstacles had suddenly enclosed him between a set of whirring pillars stuffed with countless blades.  
 
    Asterios was devastated for a few days after that incident. All obstacles’ moves were known to the trainees beforehand through extensive manuals, so the fact that it had moved completely different from its usual patterns just added oil to the fire, clearly pointing out external interference.  
 
    He felt a ghostly lick on his cheek and rubbed the place with his hand, smiling faintly. Thanks, Mii. I’m okay. Let’s just get it done and go back home. Focus on evading as usual. 
 
    “All contestants, call your contracted beasts into the pit!” A loud voice echoed through the arena.  
 
    His opponent was first to follow the command. From a yellowish magic circle under his feet, a yellow-furred wolf jumped out, landing on the ground beneath the Summoner. It was what’s called a Thunder Wolf. Quite an impressive summon. It growled loudly, announcing its arrival with pride. 
 
    Before Asterios could even ask Mii to come out, she popped out from a green smoking circle and hopped down. Mii was a Dashing Rabbit. Their size was comparable to that of a fully grown chicken so she didn’t look utterly hopeless in front of an adult wolf. She stretched her legs and bounced around a few times, sending Asterios a mental message to leave everything to her. 
 
    He smiled at her eagerness to fight for him. Asterios reminded her to run away back to her realm at the very first sight of danger and gripped the balustrade tightly with his hands, readying himself to watch the bout where his partner could easily get hurt. 
 
    “Ready? Go!” 
 
    The speaker announced the start of the fight and the blondie’s wolf roared to the sky, sending down lightning aimed at Mii’s position from above. She swiftly evaded every strike, which charred the ground in the place where she had been just milliseconds ago. Speed and agility were her forte and something this predictable couldn’t hurt her even if there were three wolves facing her. 
 
    Slowly closing the distance between them, Mii strongly pushed herself off the ground and slammed into the side of her enemy, who was still mid-casting with his howl, sending him tumbling a few meters back with a yelp. 
 
    “Nice!” Asterios pumped his fist. Every single attack that connected would raise his score even more than just dodging. 
 
    Mii backed off a bit and sat on the ground, nonchalantly scratching her ear with one of her hind legs. The wolf’s master, annoyed by the fact that it let itself get hit by a puny rabbit, shouted some orders at his familiar.  
 
    Soon after, it got up back to its feet and growled ferociously. Mii’s ears perked up and she readied herself for a counterattack. The wolf made a single step… and disappeared. Mii reacted barely in time as the attacker’s fangs passed just by a hair’s breadth from her fur after it used the Lightning Dash ability; one of the most iconic moves of its species. 
 
    They started dancing around with Mii bouncing from spot to spot, avoiding the wolf’s ferocious bites. Straight close-quarters combat wasn’t her strong point and she quickly started gathering many cuts from the wolf’s fangs and claws while still trying to bite him on its ankles. 
 
    ~Mii, back off and focus on dodging for a minute or two more. We have already passed with what you achieved,~ Asterios talked to her through their connection. 
 
    But Mii rejected that idea and kept jumping around the opponent, wanting to present her master with his very first win. He always cared for her, showering her in treats, pats, cuddles, and affection. He never used his will to push her to do anything even slightly against her wishes. During training, he always expended almost all of his mana to support her fragile body. It pained her how she never could exceed her master’s already low expectations and didn’t understand how no strong beasts flocked to a person like that. 
 
    Blocking off their connection to some extent, she fully focused on the battle. She could do it. She’d do anything to cheer up her master even a little bit.  
 
    With her tiny mind filled with determination, she started burning through her mana while increasing her speed. For the next two minutes, the wolf barely kept up with her, but still held firmly under the barrage of her slams and small bites. She slowly started tiring down.  
 
    Asterios watched her dance around the opponent in unimaginable suspension. Then, he noticed the other guy extending his hand, cutting it with a knife and pressing it against his chest after rolling it into a fist. That was a sign of the master sharing a lot of his energy with the summon. 
 
    Sensing something bad coming, he shouted to his own partner out loud, “Mii! Get back now! I order you to escape to your realm, now!” 
 
    Mii felt a tiny prickle in her brain, forcing her to submit to the order, but she decided to fight against it, knowing that Asterios wouldn’t keep it up for long to avoid inflicting more pain on her. Unfortunately, that was a mistake.  
 
    Not letting that short moment of hesitation go to waste, the wolf howled loudly again and used all of the transferred mana to invoke an advanced skill—Field of Lightning. Three waves of sparkling walls erupted from it and passed through Mii before she could escape their range, effectively paralyzing her. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Finally! Now tear that annoying ball of fur into shreds!” the other man ordered his familiar. 
 
    The wolf slowly approached Mii and picked her up with its jaws. It started shaking its head sideways and soon a lot of blood began splattering around. Asterios could feel Mii’s pain even through the blocked connection.  
 
    “That’s enough! Flee already!” he kept shouting desperately, but Mii kept biting on the wolf’s face, not wanting to surrender. Asterios turned to the examiners above him. “She lost! End the battle now!” 
 
    “The battle continues until one of the beasts returns back to their realm. You know that Asterios,” an older woman answered without any interest. 
 
    He knew of that rule, but Mii wasn’t doing it! He couldn’t lose her like that, in some stupid exam! Asterios grabbed the balustrade harder and began raising his leg. 
 
    “Contestant Asterios, personal interference in the examination battle of magical beasts is against the rules and can result in—” 
 
    “Fuck your rules!” 
 
    Ignoring the nagging of a different, male professor, he jumped down into the arena and broke into a dash towards the summons. He knew he couldn’t contest the wolf with his human strength and there was no chance to force its jaws open. Fortunately, from the length and position of its canines, he knew it was a male, and that was enough for him to figure out what to do. 
 
    Asterios leaned back and slid under the yellow wolf, grabbing its genitals with both of his hands. 
 
    “Release her right now or you’ll never be able to use that again!” He squeezed them a little, evoking a yelp of pain from the beast. 
 
    The procreational instincts kicked in and the wolf hesitated. His master’s orders rang in its head but losing something so important had a much bigger impact on its mentality. Deciding to choose to anger its master a bit over losing the ability to reproduce, the wolf spat out the bloodied rabbit and backed off after its assailant released the precious jewels. 
 
    Asterios quickly picked up the heavily wounded Mii and began transferring all his energy to her. Tina suddenly appeared by his side and called forth one of her summons, a young Water Serpent. It knew a bit of Healing Magic and helped close the gaping holes in the rabbit’s body. 
 
    “Thank you…” Asterios whispered while hugging Mii to his chest. 
 
    “It’s nothing… I’m glad she’s okay,” Tina said, crouching by his side. 
 
    The examiners came down and informed Asterios to await his punishment tomorrow. He didn’t even pay attention to their words and quickly left the arena to take Mii to the infirmary. Tina stopped him somewhere midway, suggesting letting Mii rest in her Water Serpent’s realm, which was much richer in spiritual energy than theirs. He didn’t hesitate and took her up on the offer instantly. 
 
    They sat down together in the garden while waiting for Mii to recover a little more. Asterios stretched himself out on the bench and hung his head to the back, with closed eyes. 
 
    “She… really was amazing…” Tina praised Mii’s performance in a quiet voice. 
 
    “She fought against my orders.” 
 
    “Mii tried so hard just for you—” 
 
    “She could have died! For what?! Meaningless praise from some old geezers that care only about results?!” he raised his head and shouted while sending her an angry glare, making Tina jump a little. 
 
    Asterios covered his face with his hands and exhaled heavily. “I’m sorry. I’m still a bit worked up over this. I didn’t mean to shout." 
 
    Tina smiled seeing his kind nature, but he wasn’t able to see that detail. “It’s okay, I understand.” 
 
    They spent the next half an hour just sitting there in silence, parting ways after Mii healed enough to take the rest of her treatment back in her own realm. Asterios walked back home before evening came. 
 
    “And? How did it go?” his mother asked the moment he opened the door. 
 
    He slammed it shut with an annoyed groan and headed straight to his room. She knew that something must have happened because he wasn’t so easily riled up, no matter how much animosity he was met with at the school. She decided to give her son a bit of space, knowing that he would soon get over it and switch back to his usual, determined self. 
 
    Asterios fell lifelessly onto his bed. Mii jumped out of a small portal soon after and snuggled to his neck, still slightly in pain, sending lots of apologies to him through their connection. She started feeling even more guilty when she realized that there wasn’t even a faint glimmer of blame headed her way. It all was directed at himself, for being such a powerless Summoner. They fell asleep cuddled up together. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
The Mysterious Stranger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios opened his eyes to Mii lying on his chest. After waking her up with a few rubs, she cuddled to him for a little longer and jumped back to her realm. He collected himself from the bed, tidied it up a bit, and went downstairs to see if his mother had already started preparing breakfast. He had tried to wake up before her many times to surprise her with a nice meal, but she always managed to be the first one to get up no matter what, as if she had some divine sixth sense. 
 
    And the same as usual, she was already in the kitchen, cutting some vegetables while humming happily. She heard Ast’s footsteps and turned around. Considering the fact that she was slightly shorter than her son, and that she was wearing a cute apron over her clothes, many could have mistaken her for his loving wife after seeing how quickly she trotted to hug him, leaving all the work behind. He of course accepted the embrace. 
 
    “I’ve prepared your favorite sandwiches today.” She rubbed his back affectionately. 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I’m fine now. Sorry for ignoring you yesterday.” 
 
    “Don’t mind it! Everyone has their bad moments.” 
 
    She guided him to the table and sat him down, presenting the meal in front of Asterios. She poured them both some tea and took place on the opposite side with a warm smile. He sighed before looking at her face. 
 
    “Mii almost lost her life yesterday.” 
 
    His mother’s eyes widened instantly and her face got overtaken by shock and worry. 
 
    “No! Is she okay? What happened?” She grabbed his hand over the table and gazed intently into his eyes. 
 
    A little bit of green smoke arose on the table to their side and Ast’s familiar jumped out of a small portal. His mom quickly scooped Mii into her embrace and started petting the adorable ball of fur. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing… It must have been really painful… I don’t even want to imagine what they have done to you…” 
 
    She kept stroking Mii along the top of her body, squashing her long ears into it. Mii barely got out of her depressed mood but she started feeling guilty again after realizing how much sadness and worry did her rash decision invoke. Asterios felt that and joined his mother to brush his finger’s under the summon’s chin, sending her mental messages to stop blaming herself already. 
 
    After spending half an hour more with the both of them being consoled and pampered by Ast’s mom, they finally left for the academy. His classes were starting in the afternoon and he had a few more hours of spare time. Asterios decided to check if his punishment had been already decided. 
 
    No better place to figure that out than the Principal’s office. He arrived at the door, and seeing no queue or anything, Asterios knocked on the huge wooden double doors. 
 
    “Come in.” A muffled voice of an older woman came from the other side. 
 
    He followed the instruction and walked into the chamber. It was a medium-sized room with lots of bookshelves and cupboards. An ornamental mahogany desk was placed in the middle-back, where the source of the previous voice was currently sitting down and scribbling something on a piece of paper. 
 
    Asterios came closer to the person and bowed lightly. The woman clad in dark emerald robes and a pointy hat raised her eyes from her work. Her attire often earned herself the unofficial title of Emerald Witch and it was obvious where that came from with just a single glance at her. And no, she wasn’t ugly, the opposite actually, as for an older woman she looked quite good. Let’s just say that her style of dressing was quite peculiar. 
 
    The Principal sighed heavily and leaned back on her chair. “Asterios. As much as I like your company, I can’t quite enjoy the circumstances behind this visit.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for troubling you, Principal Teireshia.” 
 
    “Don’t be. We both know what you did was right and yet everyone insists on punishing your actions.” 
 
    The woman stood up from her chair and walked towards the window, gesturing at Asterios to take a spot beside her. He joined the Principal at her side a little hesitantly. They both gazed at the beautiful garden visible from this chamber. 
 
    “I always thought that you are special in some way. In my whole life, I haven’t met anyone with so much determination. I don’t know why this path is so hard on you, but I always believed that you are just missing some little detail that holds you back from moving forward. That’s why, I did whatever I could to support your growth, hoping that you could find it with the help of our academy.” 
 
    “And I’m extremely grateful for Madam Principal’s help. If not for that support, I’d have definitely been long gone from the academy’s premises.”  
 
    Asterios made a light bow and she waved his hand at him to stop such courtesies. She then sighed heavily again. 
 
    “In the end, I’m just a single person. I can’t walk upstream forever. One day, I’ll get swept by the current, no matter how strong I am. And I’m afraid that this day has just arrived.” 
 
    She turned to him with a saddened expression. A grey owl flew from behind Asterios and perched on the Principal’s shoulder, holding a letter in its beak. She took it from the animal, glanced at it with visible disdain, and extended her hand with the letter towards Asterios. 
 
    “It pains me so much to do this, but I wasn’t left with any choice. You know that the position of a principal doesn’t hold as much power as people imagine it does. I’ve repelled other professors’ complaints and charges for years, but they finally gained enough supporters in the Council to invalidate my influence.” 
 
    Asterios received the piece of neatly folded paper and glanced at it without any change in his expression. He did not have to open it to figure out what the message was. A bit of grievance and sadness surfaced inside his heart, but he quickly calmed himself down, knowing that there was no point in letting those negative thoughts overcome his mind and allowing them to put the blame on the person who fought to prevent this outcome. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Asterios. I’ll have you hand back your uniform and ID by the end of this week. I really tried everything—” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m actually surprised it took them so long to kick me out. I’m thankful for Madam’s enormous support. I was able to learn a lot using the academy’s sources and facilities and I’ll never forget this favor. Please, don’t blame yourself too much over this. We both knew this had to happen at some point, and as you said, I’m well aware of how much time and effort Madam Teireshia wasted on protecting someone like me. Again, I thank you for all these years.” 
 
    Asterios bowed deeply, almost prostrating himself in front of the Principal. He didn’t want to leave on bad terms, not with the person who had helped him this much.  
 
    She was surprised to see how well Asterios received the news. She wouldn’t blame him even if he erupted with anger. Her respect towards the boy only grew with each day, along with the hate for all the injustice he was subjected to. 
 
    “I’ll deliver the items before the deadline. Now, if Principal allows, I’d like to excuse myself.” 
 
    She nodded her head. There was no point in trying some cheap and sweet words to cheer the boy up. It would be offensive towards his resolve and strong character. 
 
    “Asterios,” she called to him while he was moving through the doorstep. He stopped for a moment. “I’ll await the day when you come back here as the strongest Summoner of this era, to show those stupid geezers how wrong they were.” 
 
    They both smiled at each other and Asterios left the office. He leaned his back on the wall outside and sighed dejectedly while closing his eyes. 
 
    Whatever. I at least got rid of those prideful punks now. And I was slowly reaching the limits of what else I can learn here. Some more freedom might be beneficial. 
 
    He headed out of the academy while deep in thought. Near the main gate, Tina was just arriving at the academy’s premises. She noticed Asterios going the opposite way with a bit cloudy expression and got a little curious to know the reason behind it. 
 
    “Hey, Ast. Don’t you have classes soon? Where are you going?” 
 
    He just waved his hand without even stopping. “I’m not feeling well today. Need a little breather.” 
 
    She didn’t push him for more answers nor did she chase after the man. It was quite weird to her that Asterios would skip his classes, but given what happened yesterday, it wasn’t something that exceptional. She shook her head to clear her mind and started walking again. She knew how tough Asterios was and she was sure that she would see him again on the campus soon enough. 
 
    Asterios strolled through the town without any specific goal. He hoped that it would give him some ideas on how to solve the sudden crisis. Unfortunately, the bustling streets of Rosewind just made his mind even more chaotic so he decided to leave the area and visit one of the places that always allowed him to relax within nature and peace. 
 
    Leaving the town’s borders, Asterios walked towards the nearby forest to the east of it. Just entering the sea of trees started positively affecting his mind. While he didn’t feel bad around civilization, he always felt much better in the wilds, like all the magical beasts he admired. 
 
    He quickly found his favorite spot, which was located near a small, beautiful pond. A tiny waterfall was making its way into it from the nearby rock formation. He sat near the water’s edge and glanced around the glade. Calmness filled his mind after he closed his eyes and began listening to the various sounds of nature. All his worries were washed away. Mii seated herself on his lap to enjoy a bit of the sun too. Leaning onto the rocks, they both dozed off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    *CRACK* 
 
    *THUD* 
 
    An hour later, loud sounds of trees breaking and falling down woke them both up. Mii jumped off his lap and started listening towards their source. Asterios quickly rose to his feet and looked to where she positioned her head. 
 
    *CRACK* 
 
    Another tree fell. This one was close enough to make its way into the clearing. Ast’s eyes widened when he identified the beast behind those loud crashes. A giant Agate Bear was headed their way. It already spotted both of them and roared ferociously. 
 
    Just from its cry, Asterios could realize that this particular bear didn’t hold any good intentions. A few quick glances over its enormous body revealed that the angry beast was heavily wounded from various sword cuts, arrows sticking into its back, and some burns, most likely from Fire Magic. 
 
    It must be running away from its pursuers, most likely humans. We need to flee before it targets us in its rage!  
 
    Before he could inform Mii of the plan, the crazed beast began rushing towards their position. 
 
    “Evade!” he shouted and jumped to the side. Mii did the same in the opposite way. The huge mass of fur and muscles charged between them, fortunately missing both. 
 
    “Back to the realm, now!” Asterios shouted and broke into a sprint without even looking behind.  
 
    In no way he had any chance against a mature Agate Bear, even less with it being completely enraged. Mii didn’t want to repeat her previous mistake and instantly followed his orders. 
 
    Loud thumping soon followed behind him. Running would get him nowhere. Such a strong predator would catch up in no time. He switched his direction towards the way from where the beast had previously emerged, hoping that he could stumble on the party which should be following their target. 
 
    That hope got soon crushed into bits when the bear caught up and bashed its heavy body against Asterios in its mad charge. 
 
    “Guuuaah!” 
 
    He fell to the side and rolled a few times on the ground until he hit a tree. Asterios quickly raised himself to a crouching position and took out a knife from behind his back. It looked like a puny toy in front of the giant beast.  
 
    The bear arrived at his side and began swiping its front paws while still on all fours. Asterios wasn’t utterly weak physically. He believed that stamina and a healthy body were crucial to withstand the pressure of Summoning Magic. Thanks to that, he was able to dodge most of the attacks while grazing the beast with his blade here and there. 
 
    Such tiny wounds didn’t have any effect though and the strength difference was clearly visible. The beast finally managed to land a solid hit on the Summoner and sent him flying back with three deep slash marks on his chest. 
 
    Asterios groaned in pain after hitting a tree and sliding down to the ground. The predator, sensing its victory, rose onto its hind legs and stood above the weak human. Asterios suddenly got reminded of his recent dream and its resemblance to the current situation was uncanny.  
 
    “Cough, cough… So… I literally saw my own death back then… What a shitty revelation…” 
 
    Just like the last time, he stared at his assailant with a proud smile. No one could deny his efforts. He didn’t regret anything. Well, perhaps there was one thing he would actually regret, which was leaving his mother who had cared for him for so long, alone in this world. 
 
    Stay safe, Mom. I hope you’ll find a good man to ease your grief. He sighed and started preparing himself for the inevitable. Seeing the bear raise its arm, he focused his mind on nullifying the contract with Mii.  
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows. She wasn’t present in her world. While he was confused by the weird discovery, he watched as the beast’s claws began descending onto him. 
 
    Suddenly, something round flew from the side and obstructed its path, receiving most of the force of the hit onto itself and cushioning the impact of the muscular paw on Asterios. It still was strong enough to break the tree onto which he had been leaning on and launched both him and the weird object a few meters backward. 
 
    He squeezed the soft ball to his chest while rolling on the ground. After they finally stopped, he instantly realized what the weird thing was. 
 
    “No... No, no, no, no!” 
 
    He got to his knees in a flash, ignoring all the pain, both his own and the one coming through his connection with Mii, and glanced over the bloodied body of his beloved partner. Three enormous cuts were engraved deep into her side. Lots of blood was spilling onto the grass. He instantly began transferring all of his mana into her but the openings reached almost further than half of her body’s width. There was no amount of mana that could speed up regeneration to the extent that would allow fixing those mortal wounds. 
 
    “Mii! Please, no! Why?! You should have just kept hidden, you stupid, disobedient rabbit!” 
 
    Mii raised her small twitching nose and brushed over Asterios’ cheek. He could feel her mind getting filled with gratitude and pride; both from getting to meet and serve such a wonderful master. She grazed his cheek one last time before closing her pained eyes and stopping moving.  
 
    Asterios watched as her body slowly began turning into smoke; a sign of a deceased summon returning back to their world, realm, home. Forever. As a soul. In a few seconds, she was gone. 
 
    The world around him went silent. Everything lost its colors. He stared into his hands while completely frozen. Time did not stop though. The predator was preparing itself to finish what it had failed to achieve with its previous attack. 
 
    Asterios didn’t pay even the slightest bit of attention to it. He began feeling like something inside him was cracking, bit by bit. He experienced something similar in the past, when Roy lost his life, but not to this extent. And it wasn’t in a metaphorical sense. Something, in fact, suddenly shattered when his mind got filled with anger and grief. He felt as if some invisible barrier surrounding his body suddenly disappeared. 
 
    Scorching hot energy burst out from where his heart was and quickly enveloped his whole body. Asterios’ scream of despair roared into the sky, sending out a wave of powerful energy that pushed the bear slightly away. He could not see it, and most likely wouldn’t even notice in his rage, but his hair turned completely white and his previously blue eyes were now crimson red. 
 
    Before the claw began descending again, Asterios felt almost all of the newfound energy disappear and was hit with sudden drowsiness. As he started to lose his consciousness, he saw a shadow jump in front of him and repel the beast’s strike with a swat of its hand. A figure of a girl appeared between him and his assailant.  
 
    He watched as the unfamiliar stranger rushed at the Agate Bear while unsheathing two curved shortswords from behind their back. The girl avoided each of the beast’s attacks with unimaginable ease and grace, slashing back at it with speed faster than his eyes could follow. 
 
    Asterios started doubting them when he noticed something long swishing behind his savior's back. And he could swear that there were two weird rounded triangular objects on the top of her short black hair. As he began falling forward, he saw the figure of this weird woman jump into the air and behead the creature with an upside-down pirouette. His face slammed into the ground and everything faded into black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
Werepanther 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Asterios began regaining his consciousness. He felt something soft under the back of his head. Slowly opening his eyes, he saw a figure of a girl leaning over him. From the angle and position, he deduced that he was lying on her lap. 
 
    Soon after, she noticed him waking up and glanced down with a kind smile. 
 
    “Welcome back, Master.” 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows while staring at the beautiful face of the black-haired girl. He started focusing his mind to recall everything that led to this weird situation. Rotating his head to the side, his gaze landed on the decapitated body of the Agate Bear. Everything immediately came back to him. The scene of his partner jumping in front of him flashed through his mind. 
 
    “Mii!” Asterios shouted while hastily raising himself up, startling the girl a bit. 
 
    He looked around the whole battlefield, sent sensory pings as far as he could, but there was no trace of her left. He realized that this time, it wasn’t a dream. And his beloved partner had just sacrificed her life to protect him. 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck… You idiot...” 
 
    He started repeatedly hitting the ground with his fist. A few tears rolled down his cheeks. The girl wanted to do something, but she wasn’t sure what to say so she just sat by his side on her knees and stared at the man with a worried expression. 
 
    Asterios finally stopped after around three minutes. He fell onto his butt, panting heavily. Noticing the concerned gaze of his savior, he wiped his face off and tried his best to calm the turbulent emotions. 
 
    “Sorry about that.”  
 
    She shook her head. “It’s okay. I don’t know who this Mii is, but I can see that you are in a lot of pain so don’t hold it back,” she said with a gentle tone and a heartwarming smile. 
 
    Asterios made a deep sigh. “Mii was… my partner. She lost her life after protecting me from the bear just shortly before you arrived…” 
 
    The girl covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh, no… I’m so sorry...” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I’m grateful for your help. It’s all on me. If only I wasn’t so pathetically weak, this might have ended differently...” 
 
    “You are not weak.” 
 
    “How is a Summoner who can’t call beasts bigger than a chicken to his aid not weak?” He glanced at the girl with self-depreciative eyes. 
 
    “But, you summoned me.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    Asterios blinked a few times and furrowed his brows at the girl. He dived into his memories again to check if he had missed some important detail. He remembered feeling a sudden surge of energy which disappeared quite quickly, but wasn’t that just an adrenaline spike due to all his rage? 
 
    He stopped prodding his mind, and for the first time, looked at his savior attentively. The girl sitting on his side had short black hair and a very cute and gentle face. The main thing that was wrong, or rather two things, were cat-like ears sprouting from the top of her head, twitching from time to time, or changing the direction they were facing. The pair of dark eyes with vertical pupils also seemed a little out of place when considering a typical human’s appearance. 
 
    Moving his gaze lower made his eyes widen in consternation. Her arms were covered in blackish fur, down from the elbow. Her hands looked similar to his, but they also were covered in silky-smooth hair. She noticed his curious gaze and extended her hand to Asterios, rotating it so that the palm faced upwards. 
 
    Something akin to the cushiony surface of a cat’s paw covered it, much flatter and evenly spread. It didn’t look like it would get in the way of holding things and her previous show with swords proved that. Rather than that, it seemed like it would allow the person to have a perfect grip on things. Her hands were just like a better version of human ones but covered with gentle hair. 
 
    Asterios moved his eyes further, glancing over her red vest covering the girl’s chest and shorts of the same color. Her slender belly was exposed to the world. He noticed something moving behind her back so he tilted his head to check it out. The girl leaned to the side to give Asterios a better view of her lively black cat-like tail. 
 
    The last thing that differentiated her from a normal human was her legs, which were covered with the same fur-like hair as her arms, just below her knees in this case. She wore leather boots, but Asterios felt like she could walk or even run barefoot without any inconveniences. 
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    He decided that it would be a bit rude to ask the girl what she is out of the blue, so he started with something less offensive. 
 
    “I’m Miria. And as you can see, I’m a Werepanther.” She nodded her head courteously. 
 
    Werepanther? That’s the first time I hear about a race like that… It’s also the first time I see a person with such animal features. There are some monsters that are bipedal, covered completely in fur, and have heads of wolves or tigers, but having a human-like appearance to this extent? 
 
    The curious gaze of Miria pulled him back from his contemplation. 
 
    “Ah, I’m Asterios, and as you can see I’m a human.” 
 
    “Oooooooooooh. My friends will never believe that I was able to meet a human! I knew that Master was amazing!” Surprised at first, Miria quickly started clapping with a joyful smile; her tail moving rapidly. 
 
    “How is that amazing? Wait, master? You also said that I summoned you, but it can’t be right.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “But it is. I was walking around the forest near my village when I sensed a very pained call for help, full of grief and anger, and felt like I could grab onto it. Of course, I couldn’t ignore something so sad and desperate so I did it. Something connected to my mind and I could feel the emotions of another person. Then, an immense amount of mana flowed into my body and a shadowy-red portal appeared in front of me. After jumping through it, I arrived behind you kneeling on the ground and stopped the bear’s attack.” 
 
    Asterios listened to Miria’s story with great attention. Many details overlapped with what usually happened between a Summoner and a magical beast. When invoking the summoning ritual, the person sent a call into the Void, stating their real name and purpose of looking for help. A corridor between realms was opened, and if any existence wished for it, they could answer the call and move to the Summoner’s world to discuss the terms of their contract. In simple words of course. It was much more complex than this. 
 
    Everything pretty much confirmed that Miria answered his summons, but there were never any records of people summoning entities so closely resembling humans. It’s like she was a member of another race more than some legendary beast.  
 
    But, Summoners couldn't form contracts with people. That was the fundamental law of Summoning Magic. Summoners were just like Tamers, but they could form a spiritual connection with the beast rather than just developing a bond with it. They could then call on the contracted partner at any time, allowing them to enter this realm and fight alongside their master. It was also possible to contract a creature from this dimension of course. The main difference was in that magical connection, which also allowed the Summoner to strengthen the entity with their own mana, where Tamers could only train them physically and mentally. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s say that I summoned you. Are there no humans in your world?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Our world has only us, beastfolk, as we call ourselves. Everyone looks similar to me, having different animal characteristics. There are some legends and myths about people calling themselves humans arriving in our realm. They always are in the form of tales about heroes who were unbelievably strong. There was also that one myth about a princess of the Spiritual Foxes tribe being called to their world and having many great adventures alongside the human she fell in love with! That’s one of the oldest ones and my favorite! I still can’t believe the human realm really exists!” 
 
    Miria spoke about her world with gleaming eyes. Asterios understood that it wasn’t so impossible to be true. Some magical beasts lived in their own small realms with only their species around. Others, shared their world with creatures of similar element, as for example in an aquatic dimension. So, it was only natural for realms similar to the one he was living in to exist somewhere. And from Miria’s story, it seemed like there even had been some sort of contact between their worlds in the past. 
 
    “I see. Well, I certainly exist so I guess there was some truth in your people’s tales.” He glanced over the energetic catgirl. “Thank you again for saving me. If there’s anything I can do for you to repay that debt, just tell me. Perhaps I can get you something as a souvenir you can take back to your home?” 
 
    “Eh? I can’t stay with you?” Miria’s ears flopped down onto her head and her shoulders slumped. “You said you are a Summoner, right? And you summoned me. So I’m now your familiar, yes? Is this not how this works?” 
 
    Miria stole glances at his face with her head lowered while fiddling with her fingers in front of her thighs. She looked utterly heartbroken and Asterios instantly regretted his words. He sighed heavily. 
 
    “We didn’t form a contract yet, and honestly, I don’t know what could happen if we tried. No one ever managed to summon somethin—sorry, someone, like you. You look too human-like to be considered a magical beast and summoners can’t form contracts with other humanoid races. I can’t fathom how you heard my scream in the first place. I wasn’t even trying to start a summoning ritual.” Asterios explained his worries to Miria. It’s not that he didn’t want to try, it’s just that he was afraid of possible consequences. He didn’t want to hurt the person who had saved his life.  
 
    Miria understood what he meant, yet still, she couldn’t help feeling down. It was like a dream come true for her, being able to set foot in another world. She didn’t mind having Asterios as her master if that’s what was required to fulfill that dream. She even already began calling him that.  
 
    Just from the emotional scream that pulled her here, she knew he was not a bad person. And he was actually quite good-looking too. She only wondered why his hair turned black and his eyes blue after he fell to the ground. He looked much cooler with white hair and red irises. She concluded that maybe humans did that when they used magic or something. 
 
    Her ears suddenly perked back up and it looked like she figured something out. She glanced at Asterios with a cheerful smile, stood up, and took a few steps back.  
 
    “So, if I’m more beast-like then it should be fine, right?” 
 
    Saying so, she walked back a bit further and started to run towards him. Somewhere in the middle of the distance she had created, Miria leaned forward and began to move on all fours. Soon, her body got surrounded by a black mist and Asterios could see it changing shape while slightly obstructed by the magical smoke.  
 
    The cover disappeared completely when Miria reached him and stopped just in front of Ast’s face. A beautiful black panther sat on the ground, centimeters from him. It was quite a big and muscular one, but still, a touch of femininity was possible to be spotted in the outline of her posture. 
 
    He stood up and so did Miria. In this form, she reached up to his face with her head. That was one hell of a panther. Your usual beasts of this type were around half her size. 
 
    She walked closer and nuzzled her head to Asterios, purring softly. He couldn’t stop himself from placing a hand on her head and brushing the fur along her body. 
 
    So, the Werepanther name doesn’t come just from her ears and tail. She’s literally one. It’s like Shapeshifting Magic, but I guess that’s her innate ability or something. 
 
    “Can you speak in this form?” 
 
    Miria roared softly and shook her head. 
 
    “Okay, turn back then, please. Let’s talk about this.”  
 
    She jumped with her front paws onto Ast’s chest and gave his face a long lick while her tail was dancing gleefully. He laughed a bit and stroked her soft back a little more. Miria got off him, and after being surrounded by the same black mist, reappeared in her humanoid form. 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll let me be your partner?” she asked, unable to hide her expectant expression. 
 
    Asterios’ face darkened for a moment. That word reminded him of Mii. He knew she wouldn’t want him to mourn after her forever, but it was still quite recent and he still had subconsciously tried calling to her a few times in his mind in the past hour. 
 
    Miria took his hand into hers and squeezed it, also assuming a sad expression after realizing that her choice of words was the source of his distress. Asterios took a deep breath and patted her head while bringing up a warm smile onto his lips. She closed her eyes and let him ruffle through her hair, soon beginning to smile too. 
 
    “Let’s make a memorial for Mii and then start preparing for the contract.” 
 
    As Miria kept happily jumping around, he moved to a small stream of water that was flowing nearby. He took a moment to wash his face from her saliva and his own blood. Asterios sighed heavily while staring at his reflection on the water's surface. His short black hair fluttered in the wind. 
 
    What a day... 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 5
Memorial and Contract 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios led Miria back to the pond near the stone formation. There was no better place to choose for a memorial than the spot where both he and Mii loved to spend their free time. It was also where he had summoned her for the first time. He would never forget the image of a weak and trembling rabbit which turned into an affectionate and proud beast during their time together. 
 
    He came closer to the rocks where the waterfall was flowing and moved away a bit of moss that covered the surface. He stared at the stone wall and contemplated his options. Asterios felt like he wanted to do more than just a simple inscription, but wasn’t sure what else could be done here. 
 
    Miria also pondered how she could help him with the task. She asked Asterios to tell her more about Mii and they talked for a few minutes about her appearance and their experiences together.  
 
    Getting an interesting idea, she walked up to the stone surface and knocked on it with her knuckles a few times. Good. This should be doable. I hope Master likes it. 
 
    She looked back at Asterios to get his approval and he nodded. After waiting a moment so he could step away, Miria grabbed one of her blades and positioned it vertically in front of her face while closing her eyes. 
 
    Asterios could notice from the side how its edge started to blur a bit. He instantly realized that she was trying to coat it with her mana. He watched as the shifting effect slowly stabilized and almost disappeared. It still existed, but it got pressurized to the point where it could be spotted only from up close. 
 
    Finishing her preparations, Miria took a deep breath and pointed the tip of her blade at the stone. She pulled back her right arm and curled her fingers into a claw. Soon after, she pushed it forwards with a lot of strength, hitting the pommel of her weapon with the middle of her palm. With a loud ting, the blade sunk into the rock. She then pulled it back, repositioned it at another angle, and repeated the motion. 
 
    Asterios watched as Miria casually broke off chunks of the stone wall, carving something in it. At the twenty-minute mark, she staggered a little and he saw the coating disperse a bit. He walked closer and placed his hand on her back, making her squirm a little at first.  
 
    Smiling kindly, he poured some of his mana into her body. Without a contract, direct touch was the only way to achieve that. Miria’s body shivered a little from the pleasant sensation that accompanied the transfer and her tail involuntarily coiled around his hand. He found that pretty cute. 
 
    After revitalizing Miria a bit, he stepped to the side to give her more space to finish her work. With newfound determination, she began carving something while putting much more focus into her movements. Another half an hour later, she exhaled heavily, dropped her sword, and fell onto her butt while glancing back at Asterios. 
 
    Coming closer to examine in detail whatever Miria had created, Asterios was met with something unexpected.  
 
    In the stone wall, there was now a small arched cave. In that cave, a shape of a sleeping rabbit had been carved, presented from its side, with its ears calmly resting along the body. It was simple but beautiful. It wasn’t perfectly smooth and even, but that didn’t matter. It served its purpose.  
 
    Asterios extended his hand and brushed over the top of the rabbit statue, thanking his fallen friend for the days they spent together. He then turned to Miria, knelt by her side, and ruffled through her hair. 
 
    “Thank you. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    She pressed her head more into his palm while smiling blissfully. To him, it felt almost the same as when he was petting other animals or magical beasts. He started thinking that maybe her kind wasn’t that far from them and the contract would follow just fine. 
 
    While Miria rested a bit, they chatted about their worlds. She was very happy to hear anything about this realm, especially about magic. Where she came from, it was rare for someone to have a magical talent and be able to control it. She could do it to some extent, like when she had sharpened her blade with the coating of mana, but she never saw anyone cast spells like Fireball or Lightning Bolt. It usually revolved around strengthening one's body or such techniques. 
 
    Then, they moved onto the contract part. Asterios started drawing a big circle with lots of shapes and lines inside, using a special kind of sand—Nitrean Quartz. It was one of the medium-grade spiritual and mana conductors used in magical circles. She watched in admiration as he created various geometrical patterns. 
 
    The contracting circle was much simpler to prepare than the summoning one. The latter usually required a lot of different materials and catalysts connected to the element of the desired beast. Summoners could target a certain kind or species that way, trying to invite a beast to visit them. As for contracting ones, they just needed a decent material for the base and a bit of blood of both the Summoner and the summon. The rest was left in their hands. 
 
    “Okay. This should be enough,” Asterios said, finishing the last line. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Come, step into the circle with me.” 
 
    Miria followed his instructions and they stood facing each other. He leaked some of his mana into the circuit and it started glowing. The fact that the color was dark red surprised Asterios since his mana always had a green hue. He assumed that maybe this was due to Miria’s nature or something. 
 
    “Now, you need to tell me what you want in exchange for your servitude and help.” 
 
    “Ummm… Can’t I just become your familiar without wanting anything in particular?” 
 
    “There has to be something on which our contract will be established. It can be anything. Of course, as long as I’m able to give it to you or make it happen.” 
 
    She started pondering over what to wish for but nothing besides being able to visit Asterios’ world and travel by his side didn’t come to her mind. 
 
    “What do magical beasts usually ask for in this situation?” She decided to ask for a little help. 
 
    “It depends. Usually, the stronger the beast the more serious its demands are. It may start with just some food or snacks, some wish for blood, some wish for less materialistic things, like for example taking care of their fur or body, and it may even end at them requesting the Summoner’s soul after their death. The most common thing is the spiritual essence. I think you should know that it’s universal no matter the world. The summon gets a bit of it nevertheless of their demand.” 
 
    “Hmmmm… Then, I want you to pat my head whenever I ask for it. Would that be okay?” she asked with her tail swishing happily behind her back. 
 
    “Of course, but you can ask for more." Asterios chuckled at her interesting request. "I can tell how strong you are. I would feel bad if that was the only thing I had to pay for your help.” 
 
    “Then you can give me some of your essence too. I don’t really care what it is as long as I can stay with you. This is really enough for me.” 
 
    The circle began glowing even more, signaling that the demands phase had been finished. Asterios looked curiously at Miria. He never saw any beast forcing this phase to end on their own. It was always the Summoner who guided both of them through the process. Whatever the reason, anything they did that involved her was different from the things he had experienced in the past. 
 
    “Very well. Let’s finish it up then.”  
 
    Asterios brought out a small ornamental knife and unsheathed it. He cut his finger a little and allowed some of the blood to drip onto the drawings. Stepping closer to Miria, he passed her the blade and she did the same before handing it back. 
 
    “Is it complete now?” she asked. 
 
    “Almost. We just need to show our final will to establish the contract.” 
 
    “And how can we do it?” 
 
    “Well, in the past I used a kiss as the proof, but since you are—” 
 
    “It’s fine! If that's necessary…” 
 
    Her tail started dancing the fastest it ever had since they had met and a faint blush appeared on Miria’s cute face. She kept shyly averting her gaze so as to not stare him in the eyes. 
 
    Asterios pressed his punctured finger against his forehead and drew a sigil. Next, he placed his right hand on Miria’s cheek and used the left one to create the same mark above her eyes. He smiled at the slightly embarrassed girl and started to move his mouth closer to her head. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down for Miria as she clearly heard her heart thumping inside her chest. Not being able to keep calm any longer, she pushed her face forward and connected Asterios’ lips with hers before he did it first. 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise when his lips received a gentle peck from the panthergirl. The contract circle glowed the brightest and they both felt a connection being established between their very souls. They soon started sensing each other’s presence and also a little bit of the surfacing emotions. Asterios noticed how embarrassed and determined Miria was while she noticed his shock and surprise. 
 
    She quickly took a step back after the glow disappeared, blushing furiously. 
 
    “It didn’t have to be… on the lips…” Asterios informed her with an awkward smile. 
 
    Miria froze on the spot, realizing her mistake. Only now she understood that he was not going for her mouth but forehead, and she was the one who tilted her head upwards and dived in for an intimate kiss. 
 
    She covered her face with her hands, squirming from embarrassment. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile. He stepped closer and brushed through her hair to calm the flustered girl. 
 
    “It’s fine. I didn’t expect my first kiss to be stolen like that, but I’m quite happy it was done by such a cute girl.” 
 
    “It was my first too…” 
 
    “I’m sorry for not stopping you in time then.” 
 
    “No! It was my own mistake. And I don’t really mind too...” 
 
    She slowly regained her cool under his pats. A little bit of rosiness remained on her cheeks though. She was cursing herself in her mind for making such a stupid assumption and hoping that Asterios didn’t think she was some easy girl who would kiss anyone. Somehow, she felt really nice around him and didn’t mind a little kiss if that allowed her to stay here by his side. 
 
    Asterios, in turn, was a little bit embarrassed too, but he always had decent control of his emotions. At least until they didn’t reach dangerously strong levels like after Mii’s death. He never even held hands with a woman other than his mother and receiving a kiss from such an adorable girl made him feel happy, even if that was partially the result of a misunderstanding. 
 
    ~Anyway, now everything should be finished. Can you hear me in your head?~ 
 
    Miria’s ears stood up and she looked around, a little startled. Her gaze stopped at Asterios’ smiling face. 
 
    “Woah, I can now hear your voice in my thoughts?” she asked, amazed. 
 
    “You can speak to me the same way too. Just think about sending me some kind of a mental message. To make it easier since it’s your first time, try imagining yourself moving your lips and speaking to me in your head, or something like that.” 
 
    Miria closed her eyes and followed his advice. She soon sensed his presence and focused on it. 
 
    ~Like this? Hellooooooooooooo. Am I Master’s familiar now?~ 
 
    “Looks like you are,” Asterios answered vocally after receiving her message. 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    She jumped into the air merrily, quickly regaining her composure to not act too childishly in front of Asterios, but her excitement was clearly visible thanks to the twitching and swishing parts of her body. 
 
    “What do we do now, Master?” 
 
    “Let’s head home. I need a bath and a new set of clothes. Ah, shit… This was one of the academy’s uniforms I was supposed to hand back…” He examined the cut and torn jacket he had on himself. "Wait. My wounds are gone. Do you know any healing techniques?" 
 
    "Ummm... No? I didn't see any wounds on your body when I came to you after killing that bear." 
 
    "Huh. That's... weird. Did that hot energy from back then heal me too?" 
 
    Asterios pondered for a moment but he had no way to know if Miria didn't see anything. He decided to leave that for later. 
 
    “Anyway, you should be able to traverse back to your world at any time now. We can talk mentally when separated. It also works with thoughts, emotions, images, and such. You just need to focus hard enough. Staying here for too long can strain both your and my spiritual circuits since I’m like an anchor for you. Well, it depends on the strength and affinity of the Summoner, mostly. Since I’m quite weak and you are plenty strong, you should still be able to be here for…" He started calculating the time it would take to completely overstress his circuits in the past. "Eh? Like two hours ago?”  
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows, checked his mana reserves and spiritual circuits, and got really confused. There was barely any strain on the latter and his energy was around half of his capacity, which felt suspiciously bigger than before. He decided to investigate that later too. It didn’t look like Miria would be forcefully sent back for at least another few hours. 
 
    “You can also kind of hide inside me too if you don’t want to leave completely. That way, you can still experience things around me more clearly than through the inter-dimensional connection.” 
 
    “I’ll do that then! I’m really curious what your village looks like!” she said with excitement in her eyes. 
 
    “Okay, but don’t forget to go back to your friends or family. They may get worried if you disappear for too long without a trace, right?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I’ll do that too.” 
 
    And they went on their way towards Rosewind, with Miria hiding in Asterios’ shadow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6
Fast as the Wind 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky above Ast’s head was slowly turning orange. The time he had spent unconscious during the nap and after summoning Miria was something around four hours in total. If not for the completely shattered and bloodied clothes, it wouldn’t be any different than coming back from the academy after lessons ended for the day. 
 
    Due to the unusual state he was in, the guards stopped Asterios at the Rosewind’s gate. They inquired about the reason behind it and he told them that he had stumbled on an enraged bear in the forest, which almost killed him, but the party that was hunting the beast arrived in time to barely save his life. Fortunately, they had a healer with them. He described the spot where its body was last seen and the knights let him in since the cuts on his clothes pretty much matched the information. 
 
    Miria was curious why he had lied and Asterios explained that there would be a lot of investigation and examination if he straight up told the guards that a summon looking like a normal girl suddenly appeared to help and that information reached the ears of some more diligent researchers. Things like that weren’t exactly common. And he would like to avoid inconveniencing her right on the first day they met. So, a fake but believable story was a better move in their situation. 
 
    She nodded at his words and quickly forgot the guards because all her focus switched to admiring the cozy buildings of Rosewind. 
 
    ~There are so many humans here!~ 
 
    He could feel her excitement and curiosity through the link. 
 
    ~That’s because in this realm they are amongst the majority. There are also elves, dwarves, and demons as for the other major races. Someone like you though either doesn’t exist or they are in hiding and didn't reveal themselves yet.~ 
 
    He beelined straight to his home. A lot of people were sending Asterios curious and a bit suspicious stares. That’s a natural reaction when seeing somebody with huge, bloodied cuts on the chest walking like nothing was wrong.  
 
    Arriving at his home, Asterios opened the front door only a little at first, to see if his mother was in the kitchen. She was not there. He took a deep breath and entered as quietly as he could. He wanted to sneak into his room and change quickly before she could notice his state. 
 
    Reaching the top of the stairs, he noticed his mother at the end of the corridor, near the door to her bedroom. She was looking through the window which was facing the way he just came from. 
 
    For once in my life, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect. He thanked lady luck in his mind for this chance, but as soon as he set his foot on the wooden floor, a loud, prolonged creak arose from the planks. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    His mother quickly turned around.  
 
    “Asti! I was just checking if—”  
 
    She noticed his bloodied clothes and her eyes widened in shock. The small vase she was using to water some flowers flew out of her hand and shattered on the floor. She ran up to Asterios with a frightened expression and started examining the places where his uniform had been torn. 
 
    “By the gods… What happened? You are not hurt? Why is there so much blood and cuts in the clothes while you seem fine?” She barraged him with questions, almost on the verge of tears. 
 
    Asterios pulled his mother into a hug and gently stroked her head. “I’m okay, Mom. Calm down first. I’ll explain everything. Just let me take a quick shower and change my clothes, okay?” 
 
    She hugged him tightly, still shaking a little. She always got emotional when Asterios was hurt, but he never looked this bad. She was scared to let him out of her embrace as if the non-existent wounds would suddenly appear if she did so.  
 
    Asterios guided his mother to her bedroom and left to quickly change after she finally stopped squeezing him hard. 
 
    ~She seems like a very kind and fragile person,~ Miria commented in his mind.  
 
    He grabbed a new set of clothes and went to wash the blood off his body. After taking off the jacket and pants, he stopped for a moment before bringing down his shorts. He could feel Miria getting increasingly embarrassed, yet she kept looking attentively through his eyes. 
 
    ~You know, not that I mind you watching, but this could be a decent moment to check on your family, don’t you think?~ 
 
    ~I’m sorry!~ 
 
    He felt her panic as if she was caught red-handed doing something seriously bad and she disappeared back to her own world. He shook his head with a smile and proceeded to get rid of all the bloodstains. 
 
    Grabbing a fresh t-shirt and pants, Asterios came back to his mother’s room and slowly explained about getting expelled from the academy and how he stumbled on the rogue bear in the woods, of course mentioning Mii’s sacrifice. 
 
    His mother had grown close to her pretty quickly in the past and couldn’t help but start shedding tears after hearing the news. Asterios rubbed her arms reassuringly. It wasn’t much easier for him. He tried to not let his mind dive into grief again. He told her about the little shrine they had created and promised to take her there sometime. 
 
    After she asked who were those they, he told her about the girl who saved his life and killed the enraged bear and how she helped with the memorial. 
 
    “I see… sniff… I hope I can someday thank her for saving you...” 
 
    Asterios thought about this for a moment and came to the conclusion that there was no point in hiding Miria away. She became his contracted… person? It didn’t matter what. She was now his partner and his summon, so he would naturally have to call her around others a lot.  
 
    He sent a mental message to her, and soon, a dark crimson smoke formed into a narrow shape, looking like an arched door, in front of the bed they were sitting on. Miria stepped out of it. 
 
    She glanced at him and then at the surprised woman. “Hello. I’m Miria and I’m the person mentioned earlier.” She bowed courteously. 
 
    His mother hastily stood up and pulled Miria into a hug. She got a bit startled by the sudden movement but didn’t back away.  
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    She patted the woman’s back a little awkwardly until that let her go. 
 
    “I’m Kindra. Thank you again. I don’t even know how I could repay you.” 
 
    “It’s fine! There’s no need for that. I’m already happy to just stay by Master’s side,” Miria assured her with a kind smile. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    Only now did Ast’s mother notice the pair of ears on top of Miria’s head and the happily swishing tail behind her back, along with the fur on her arms. She quickly connected the little details and hints and launched herself at her son. 
 
    “I knew you would finally summon a strong companion! I always believed in you! I’m so happy for you!” 
 
    He let her hug him and chuckled. “Mom, please.”  
 
    As much as his mother was emotional when it came to things like these, she also was able to switch her moods pretty much at a moment’s notice, jumping from completely disheartened to a euphoric one in a flash. He always found that weirdly adorable and fitting. 
 
    They spent some time together in the dining room where Kindra rained down questions on Miria like crazy. After the latter one got more used to Ast’s mother's presence, she started inquiring about both her new master and his world. As soon as the topic of the conversation moved to quite embarrassing moments from his childhood, Asterios quickly left the table and returned to his room. He would rather not be present during such a discussion. 
 
    He began thinking about the future. The main goal remained the same, following the path to become a strong Summoner. A lot of weird things happened recently and it wasn’t exactly anywhere close to most of his knowledge about summoning or magic, but that did not make him feel disheartened or discontented. 
 
    Asterios was actually glad that something changed. He felt different now. Perhaps he discovered an unknown branch on the tree of Summoning Arts. The price he had to pay was very high, but he knew he couldn’t change the outcome no matter what he did. He decided to keep doing his best on this renewed path with Miria by his side. And the first step would be verifying if what he had previously learned had any effect on their bond. It would be a little disappointing if he would have to start completely from scratch, but not bad enough for him to even think about throwing away the life of a Summoner. 
 
    Miria came to his room after an hour and agreed to conduct some tests. She wouldn’t say no to something so interesting and she was obviously curious about anything that was connected to summoning since it was something completely new to her. Asterios explained some basics before she returned home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    They headed for the forest soon after morning came. Miria appeared by his side the moment they set foot amongst the trees. Asterios wanted to see how much strain did her presence put on his spiritual circuits since yesterday he barely experienced any. After visiting Mii’s statue, they moved somewhere else to not accidentally damage the beautiful glade. 
 
    “So, what are we going to check?” Miria was brimming with curiosity. 
 
    “Well, first, you could tell me if you feel any different than before you answered my call and formed the contract.” 
 
    She jumped from place to place a bit, stretched her whole body while glancing over it, and closed her eyes to focus on more spiritual aspects. 
 
    “I don’t think I feel that much different. Maybe my body feels a bit lighter but it’s not that noticeable. There’s that connection Master mentioned yesterday and I can clearly sense your presence and also your mana.” 
 
    “Good. So far, it seems fine. Can you tell me more about yourself? I mean your strong and weak points, fighting style, perhaps abilities?” 
 
    “As you know, I can freely switch forms into a panther and back. In this one, I like to use two shortswords as my weapons. I mostly focus on agility and supply my strength with mana using Physical Strengthening. I also can control it to some extent, like yesterday with my blades. Ummm… Is this enough?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s plenty, thank you.”  
 
    Asterios nodded and went through the techniques he had learned in the past which could fit Miria. He wasn’t able to properly utilize them before due to his low mana pool and weak spiritual circuits, but maybe it would be different now. He picked one he found suitable. 
 
    “Okay. Go to that tree over there, and on my signal, run back to me as fast as you can. You can use your strengthening.” 
 
    Miria trotted to the designated spot and turned around. After Asterios waved his hand, she broke into a run, arriving at his side in just a few seconds. He was already amazed by her speed. She could rival a lot of beasts that focused on that aspect. 
 
    Asterios applauded Miria, who was not affected by the sprint in the slightest. She puffed her chest proudly. 
 
    “You are amazing. Now, return back there and do it again. This time, I’ll use one of my techniques to boost your agility a bit. Something like 10% or so.” 
 
    Miria quickly ran back, excited to experience Ast’s magic. He pulled one of his black leather fingerless gloves out of his pocket and put it on his right hand. It had a magic circle etched into the material; one of his own designs. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he focused his mind and quickly drew a six-lined sigil in the air in front of him, slightly surprised that it glowed in dark crimson color, but then he remembered that his previous green mana had somehow changed into it after the incident. Finishing the symbol, he placed his palm against it and sent a wave of mana into it. 
 
    Miria could feel her body becoming hotter and lighter as she glanced in awe at her own hands. She took position and awaited the signal with a joyful smile. Asterios locked his gaze with hers and waved his hand. 
 
    He squinted his eyes to watch Miria attentively, but the moment he waved, her figure blurred and she instantly disappeared, leaving a puff of dust and kicked-up grass at the spot.  
 
    *THUD* 
 
    “OWWWWW!” 
 
    As he began furrowing his brows in confusion, a loud thud and a shout of pain arrived at his ears from behind. He turned around and saw Miria lying on her back in front of a tree, about three meters behind him. There was a visible crack in its bark and Miria was furiously rubbing her forehead while rolling from side to side. It was obvious what created it. 
 
    He walked closer and kneeled by the girl’s side. She looked up at him with a teary face. 
 
    “You said it’s 10%! This was more like a bajillion percent! Ouch… My head…” 
 
    Asterios placed his hand on her forehead and began sharing his energy with her. Miria’s pain quickly subsided and she sat up. 
 
    “Sorry. I have no idea what the hell happened there, hahaha.” He started ruffling through her hair while apologizing, but couldn’t hold back his chuckle when thinking about this situation. 
 
    Miria showed him a pout but quickly started enjoying his pleasant touch and switched to a gleeful smile. 
 
    “Did you feel anything weird?” he asked. 
 
    “Before I jumped forward, I felt Master’s energy flowing into me. Then, I tried to kick off the ground as hard as I can, and the very next second, I felt like I was flying and saw a tree in front of me. I was not able to react in time to avoid it. It all happened so fast. Was that your ability?” 
 
    “Well… Technically, yes. But it never did something like this. The last time I used it with Mii, it drained almost half of my mana and she barely got any faster. This is quite the change.” 
 
    “Amazing! Can we try it again?” 
 
    Asterios agreed and they began testing his old-new technique. After a few tries, Miria was able to make an instant dash from spot to spot without crashing into a random tree. It helped when she wasn’t trying to run as fast as she could under the influence of the sigil.  
 
    They spent around an hour experimenting with it until Miria needed to rest for a moment. Using the spell this many times consumed only around 20% of his mana, which was very surprising. It was much more tiring for Miria. Controlling her body under movements so fast proved to be quite difficult. Nevertheless, they both felt like this could be amazing if they learned how to properly utilize it. 
 
    Miria was really happy to just spend time like this, but she was also curious what Asterios would do now. She knew he got kicked out of his academy and that he always loved researching magical beasts and summoning, but that was pretty much all. 
 
    “Master, what are you planning on doing now?” She decided to ask. 
 
    He understood that she wasn’t asking about the next set of tests. He moved his gaze to the sky and pondered for a moment. 
 
    “I mostly worked on the materials provided by the academy. I don’t want my mother to have to pay for them since they aren’t exactly cheap and I know that she’ll soon try to talk me into letting her do that for the sake of my dream. I guess it’s time to register as an adventurer. With your help, I should be able to earn some decent coin. What do you say?” 
 
    Miria’s tail started swishing energetically. “Of course I’m in! I’ll follow you anywhere!” she exclaimed with an excited smile. 
 
    “Well then. I’ll be in your hands, partner.” 
 
    Asterios extended his hand towards her and she grabbed it with both of hers. They were really smooth and pleasant in touch. 
 
    “Likewise! I’ll do my best as Master’s familiar!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
Rank Evaluation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They started heading back to the town. Miria switched into her beast form and began nudging Asterios with her big body to convince him to get on her so that they could move faster. He inquired if that’s really fine and she told him that it was nothing and they often rode on each other’s backs all the time back at home. According to her, not all beastfolk could morph. It all depended on their bloodline. Around 40% of the Pantherkin population was also Werepanthers. 
 
    Asterios finally agreed, pushed forth by his own curiosity, and seated himself on her muscular back. He wasn’t sure how to hold onto her so she instructed him to just lean forward and grip her fur somewhere on the sides since it was really tough and she wouldn’t feel any inconvenienced from it. 
 
    She soon rose from the ground and began moving. Slowly at first so that Ast could properly settle himself and correct his posture, she then switched into a proper run. Within seconds, they were racing through the forest at an amazing speed. Asterios could feel the wind trying to throw him off her back with a lot of force but he gripped Miria’s fur hard and leaned forward as much as it was possible. 
 
    Miria noticed his excitement and started moving more irregularly, stepping from side to side between the trees, jumping over various bushes, and even bouncing off big enough branches. Asterios was riding her with a wide smile. He never expected to be able to experience such a ride. He had always been jealous of the others who were able to summon big wolves or even Drakes but tried to hide it. Now, he was enjoying a similar thing with his new partner. 
 
    ~I wonder if you can hold on at my best speed, Master!~ She sent him a mischievous message, wanting to boast a little in front of her master. Miria was always proud of her speed, and seeing Asterios enjoy this so much, she couldn’t help but want to brag even more. 
 
    “That’s not the fastest? Wait, I’m not readyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy—” 
 
    Miria chuckled in her mind, strengthened her limbs with mana, and pushed off the ground with an enormous force. They shot through the air like an arrow. It wasn’t close to how fast she moved under the Haste sigil previously, but Asterios still felt like they were almost teleporting using something akin to a Blink spell of advanced magicians with each of her leaps. 
 
    All the trees around them merged into one grand two-color background with how fast they were moving. He laughed wholeheartedly while holding for his dear life onto her fur. Miria was very satisfied with herself. They quickly reached the edge of the forest. 
 
    ~Alright, It was amazing, but let’s not dart through the gate like this.~ 
 
    Miria began slowing down and soon stopped. Asterios jumped off her and she switched back to her humanoid form. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It would be weird for a guy who almost lost his life yesterday to suddenly show up on a strong beast out of the blue. The guards could think that I lied about being weak to hide something and be suspicious of us.” 
 
    “Right. I should go back then and wait for Master’s signal to come out.” 
 
    “Thanks for the ride. That really was something.” 
 
    He moved closer and started patting her head. 
 
    “Ehehe, it was fun for me too.” She closed her eyes to enjoy his hand. “I felt like with Master on my back, I could run even faster than before. Let’s do this more often!” 
 
    “Looks like you are starting to notice the influence of our contract. As long as you are okay with it, I don’t mind. I could easily get addicted to this.” 
 
    Miria stood in place for another two minutes before she noticed that she had spaced out, getting lost in the extremely pleasant rubs, and was wasting their time. She squirmed a little while blushing and hastily jumped back to her realm. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. ~No need to be shy. It’s part of our deal, right?~ 
 
    He walked through the gate without any issue. Not wearing some random shirt, jacket and pants could help a little during the registration so Asterios first headed home to get his money and his small spatial pouch he used for materials. It was a gift for his eighteenth birthday from his mother. 
 
    Even though she was a manager and pretty much an owner of a jewelry store, it still required her to save for more than a year. These things didn’t come cheap, especially around the parts where Summoners were plenty. 
 
    Grabbing what he needed, Asterios walked towards the central plaza to visit some clothing stores and armor merchants. He didn’t want to splurge most of his money on the equipment, but picking a few solid pieces to raise one’s own defense and safety was a must. He could no longer use the academy’s uniforms which were infused with some basic protective enchants, turning cloth into something akin to hardened leather. 
 
    He strolled through a few shops and bought dark brown leather pants and boots in one. In another, he found a decent shirt and a quite tough leather vest, reinforced with additional layers, so he also picked them up.  
 
    This would have been enough, but near the end of his shopping trip, he noticed a really cool-looking dark brown leather coat. He felt like it would go great with his current getup so he got it too. Now, Asterios looked pretty much like your usual adventurer. 
 
    ~You look so cool in this, Master!~ 
 
    He smiled and went towards the Adventurer's Guild in Rosewind. Soon, a tall building entered his vision. It was a three-story inn-looking construction, purely out of dark wood. An eye-catching banner was hung above the entrance and people were coming in and out all the time. 
 
    Asterios fixed his collar and walked inside. No matter how many times he visited the guild for whatever reasons, usually linked to summoning materials, he always admired the interior of it.  
 
    There was a big section of tables on one side, meant for people who wanted to spend some time socializing, a long path of counters with beautiful girls behind them on the other side, plenty of notice and quest boards, and most importantly, a huge skeleton of a Dragon hanging down from the very high ceiling. No one had any idea if it was real as Dragons were pretty much extinct in the current age in this realm. 
 
    Naturally, there were many other facilities, like private rooms to discuss commissions or such, and the higher floors were mostly reserved for employees or the Guildmaster, but this main hall was the most awe-inspiring. 
 
    Asterios swept his gaze over the free receptionists and spotted a person he already knew. He quickly walked up to her before someone stole the spot, arriving in front of a pretty girl with bountiful red hair. 
 
    “Long time no see, Ast. Need to submit another commission?” She smiled beautifully. 
 
    “Hi there, Ellie. This may come as a surprise but I don't.” 
 
    “Oh, now you got me curious. So, how can I help you today?” 
 
    “I want to register.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “As an adventurer?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s really a surprise. You always said that you want to finish the academy first.” 
 
    “Well, things change. I pretty much got everything I could back there so it’s time to try somewhere else.” 
 
    “You sure about that? Not that I doubt your abilities, but... ” 
 
    He noticed Ellie’s concerned expression and Asterios knew perfectly what she was thinking about. 
 
    “Weren’t I the Weakest One? Pretty much. But I’m not stupid enough to throw myself at something I can’t handle. I’ve already finished my preparations.” 
 
    He pointed at his new outfit which was decently tough and already much better than a lot of newbie adventurers had. Many registered with literally nothing on them, hoping to earn a quick coin and then buy equipment of a higher grade rather than spending money on what they viewed as useless trash. And many like that had died. He could never understand how people weren’t learning from the mistakes of others. 
 
    Ellie pondered for a moment. She had known Asterios for a few years already and she was sure he wasn’t lying. There was no need to doubt him more and she quickly pulled out the registration form. 
 
    “Summoner, I guess?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Any specialization?” 
 
    “Uhh… You can put offense and agility there for now.” 
 
    They filled some more details together and the form was soon done. Ellie verified it for the last time and clapped her hands. 
 
    “Good. Everything should be fine. I’ll leave to get your tag so just wait for—” 
 
    “I’d like to go through testing.” Asterios stopped her. 
 
    “Eh?”  
 
    Ellie was slightly surprised by his request. Of course, it wasn’t anything new for newbies to ask for the examination, but they usually didn’t know how unfriendly and strict the adventurers conducting them were. Asterios was one of the few who actually did since they chatted about the guild in the past. She had a pretty good grasp on how weak he and his summons were, so Asterios asking to go through it seemed odd. Even a little bit rash. 
 
    He noticed the girl’s consternation. “Don’t worry. I’ll just surrender if anything happens. This is the best way to test yourself in a real battle in a still quite safe environment. You can come and watch, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that then.” 
 
    Still a bit hesitant, Ellie led Asterios through some corridors and stairs down to the underground area where training rooms were located. She sneaked glances back at him the whole time. He always was determined and confident, but she felt like he had somehow changed. She even caught him smiling to himself, which was totally new.  
 
    Ellie couldn’t know that for the whole way to the arena, Miria was trying to assure Asterios to leave everything in her hands. She promised to get him the highest rank possible and her attempts to show her devotion were the source of his expression. 
 
    They entered one of the chambers. A few smaller octagonal arenas were present inside, with some people practicing with each other. Ellie walked up to a tough-looking guy with a greatsword, who was standing near a wall while watching over the whole place. After exchanging a few words with him, she waved at Asterios and the trio met in one of the training spots. 
 
    “So. This little fella wants to experience the harsh reality of adventuring, eh?”  
 
    The man rested his weapon on his shoulder and spit to the side. He was around the same height as Asterios but much more buff and muscular. He wore leather armor that didn’t restrict his movements. With his short, spiky orange hair, he looked to be somewhere around his mid-thirties. Asterios could sense that this guy wasn’t some random weakling. 
 
    “He is a Summoner. Just neutralize his beast and the test will end. There’s no need to beat him up afterward, got it?” Ellie explained to the man with her finger in a threatening gesture.  
 
    She knew he was one of the guys who always threw themselves straight at the newbies to supposedly curb their ambitions. But, the real reason was much less valiant. They just enjoyed going against people weaker than them so that they could flaunt their egos and showcase the newbies' weakness to the others in the training chamber. Unfortunately, he was the guy responsible for interviewing adventurers today. She began wondering if maybe she should ask Asterios to do it tomorrow when a more tame examiner was on duty. 
 
    “I told you not to worry, Ellie. He’s welcome to try whatever he wants.” 
 
    “But Ast, Mii can’t possibly protec—” 
 
    “Mii won’t be fighting today.” 
 
    Ast’s expression turned serious as he donned both of his leather gloves with magical inscriptions. He stretched his fingers a few times and cracked his knuckles. The patterns started slightly glowing with a crimson aura. He gave Ellie a nod and she backed off from the ring without any more objections. 
 
    He moved his gaze onto his opponent. “Just so you don’t say that I didn’t warn you, better take this seriously, because I will.” 
 
    “Hahahah! Yeah, yeah. Do you want some prep time, Mister Summoner? You guys always whine that you would have won if you had just a few seconds more!” 
 
    “If you offer.” 
 
    Asterios focused mana in his finger and drew the six-lined sigil from earlier. This time, he moved it with his left hand over the back of the right and pressed the rune down onto it. The circle on the glove activated and connected to the symbol, making it hover over the circuit, both now glowing with a crimson light. Wherever he moved his hand, the sigil kept itself firmly attached above the glove. 
 
    “Neat trick. Ready now?” The man dropped his sword from his shoulder and positioned it to his side, still not taking any specific stance. 
 
    Asterios took a deep breath and connected his mind with Miria’s, who was watching their opponent attentively through the connection. 
 
    ~What do you think?~ 
 
    ~I snapped necks of monsters two times his size in my panther form.~ 
 
    ~Let’s do that then. Just without the snapping part. I’m putting the Haste sigil at 50%. You should be able to control the momentum by going in a straight line. We haven’t tested that yet so be careful.~ 
 
    Asterios looked around. It seemed like some spectators gathered around his arena, most likely expecting to see a newbie getting pummeled by the muscular veteran. Judging by their smiles, it most likely happened quite often. 
 
    “Miria,” he called his partner’s name out loud.  
 
    Dark crimson shadowy portal rose from the ground and stopped at the height of his head. A huge black panther majestically walked out of it and arrived at his left side, making a lot of people around gasp in amazement. Even Ellie was completely befuddled seeing the feline beast which reached almost up to Ast’s face. 
 
    Asterios placed a hand on Miria’s head and started scratching it. She kept herself composed and tried to act with as much pride as she could muster, to show all those people how great her master was. And she succeeded. Everyone was getting goosebumps just from looking at her. 
 
    “This is your last warning.” 
 
    “Ha! If you think that some overgrown cat can frighten me, then you couldn’t be more wrong. I’ve decimated tens of much bigger monst—” 
 
    “Fine. Left sleeve.” 
 
    “Left sleeve?” 
 
    Asterios snapped the fingers of his right hand, activating the sigil, and the air on his left side exploded with a loud thump, sending waves of force originating from that point. His clothes and hair fluttered, but Asterios didn’t even flinch. All the dust on the path towards his opponent, and the same distance after him, suddenly flew up from the ground. 
 
    “What the hell?! Did it teleport?!” one of the spectators shouted in shock and pointed at something.  
 
    The examiner glanced behind and spotted the panther with its back to him. Miria turned her head only a bit to the side, revealing a piece of cloth in her jaws. The man looked at his arm and noticed that it was missing a piece of armor. He moved his gaze to Asterios and furrowed his brows. 
 
    “What the hell did you—” 
 
    “Right sleeve.” 
 
    Another snap, another boom, another explosion of air, and Miria suddenly appeared by Ast’s side while the figure of the warrior jerked from the moving air current. She spat out both of the examiner’s sleeves and turned around to stand beside her master again. People were starting to whisper amongst themselves. 
 
    “Ellie, can we get someone else? He can’t even react in time.”  
 
    Asterios glanced at his friend, who was utterly shocked by what was just happening. It took her a good few seconds to register his question. But before she could answer, the examiner interrupted. 
 
    “You little shit! I’m going to end you!” 
 
    He lowered his posture and moved his greatsword to the front while holding it with both hands. The man aimed the tip straight at Asterios and the blade started shining in a yellowish glow, signaling the use of some kind of ability. 
 
    Asterios wasn’t stupid enough to wait for the attack to come to him so he snapped his fingers again. The man roared loudly while taking a step forward, thrusting his sword in a lunge motion, and… slammed into the ground in front of him, face first. He started quickly raising himself up, completely confused why the skill had failed, and noticed that there was no sword in his hand. 
 
    Miria casually walked to him from behind with the large blade between her teeth, threw it into the air, and caught the handle with her mouth. A giant black panther armed with a greatsword strolled towards the kneeling man. As he was turning around, she tilted her head to the side and slammed the flat surface of the blade against the guy’s skull, knocking him out completely. She spat the weapon by his body. 
 
    Everyone was silent while watching as the unimaginably fast beast slowly paraded back to its master and started to affectionately rub its head into his chest. Asterios scratched Miria behind her ears, making her tail dance gleefully.  
 
    He deactivated the sigil since it was eating a lot of his mana due to him not being yet efficient with the spell. The sole theory couldn’t cover the practice aspect. He was already content with what they were able to achieve with it just after two hours of training.  
 
    He walked up to Ellie while patting Miria the whole time. She couldn’t take her eyes off the panther, not knowing if she should be scared or amazed. Asterios waved his hand to get the woman’s attention and smiled reassuringly. 
 
    “No need to be so tense. She won’t bite.” 
 
    “Yeah… Hahaha…” Ellie smiled awkwardly. 
 
    “I think we should move outside before people start flocking around us with questions.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s go.” 
 
    Miria jumped into a shadowy portal on the floor and disappeared back into her realm. Asterios quickly left the room with Ellie guiding them to one of the meeting chambers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Meeting with the Guildmaster 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie led Asterios back to the lobby and then to one of the meeting rooms on the second floor. For the whole time, she didn’t know what to think about the recent event which had just transpired in front of her eyes. She thought that she had a pretty good grasp on Ast’s strength, but after seeing how quickly he had dealt with the examiner, no, more like toyed with him, she began considering the fact that maybe she didn’t actually know a lot besides his personality and the title of the Weakest Summoner. 
 
    In her eyes, it wasn’t possible to grow so much so quickly. Asterios definitely was smart and knowledgeable about pretty much everything linked to summoning, but Ellie knew that even with that, someone would need a lot of practice along with that theory to achieve such results. And as far as she knew, Asterios was pretty much useless when it came to that. She began suspecting him of either hiding his own power or of encountering some amazing opportunity. That, or maybe his innate talent had finally bloomed after all those years. 
 
    They arrived at their destination and Ellie let Asterios into the room with a cozy coffee table and two sofas. 
 
    “I’ll have to report the results to the Guildmaster since she is currently present. I hope you don’t mind waiting a moment,” she notified him. 
 
    “Of course not. Take your time.” 
 
    “Great. Please, feel at home. I’ll try to make it quick.” 
 
    She bowed a little and left through the door they came in. Asterios took her advice and sat on one of the sofas, grabbing an apple from the table.  
 
    ~So, how was the effect in your panther form?~ 
 
    He sent a mental message to Miria and soon felt her thinking about it. 
 
    ~A bit easier than in the other one. But, I can’t do anything more than jump straight without some training first.~ 
 
    ~Yeah, you did great for the first time using it. You really are amazing.~ 
 
    ~Ehehe. Master is much more amazing for being able to use such powerful magic.~ 
 
    ~This is pretty new to me too. I told you I could barely support my previous partner with this technique. It might just be suited for you or something.~ 
 
    ~I know for sure that Master is super strong! Your mana feels so rich and great that I could get addicted to it!~ 
 
    Asterios was still confused about the whole thing with his energy. No one had ever mentioned anything special about it besides it being quite weak when compared to others. There wasn’t any mention from Mii. And he hadn’t noticed anything weird during their time together. Somehow, everything changed after he summoned Miria by accident. Or did it change before? He wasn't sure. 
 
    Asterios focused his mind and scanned through his spiritual circuits. He noticed that his mana was in fact different from before. The color change was obvious and visible to the naked eye, but when using his mental sense to prod around his reserves, he could easily verify that the energy was much more potent.  
 
    At first, he thought that there was some kind of a mistake because his spiritual circuits looked way firmer and refined while in the past they barely withstood a few techniques before he was on the verge of overusing them, which usually led to a lot of pain. 
 
    And the other thing—his mana pool. Before, it felt really small and somehow compressed. Now, he could feel it coursing through his whole body, with a dense epicenter around his heart. It was much looser now. 
 
    Whatever had happened, Asterios understood that it was a chance for him to finally begin truly following the Summoner’s path. Unfortunately, it came with a very high price of his friend’s death, but he owed Mii a lot and he definitely didn’t want to betray her trust in him. He would surely investigate this whole incident and learn the reason or source of the sudden change. 
 
    Miria sensed his deep contemplation, and also a bit of sadness, and tried sending him some positive thoughts through their connection. She imagined herself touching his hand and Asterios soon felt a faint brush on his skin. 
 
    It managed to bring him back to the world of the living and he smiled. Being much more experienced with mental communication, he sent Miria a very clear sensation of her head being affectionately patted. He could feel her squirming under his spiritual hand in her own realm. He moved his invisible fingers to scratch behind her ear. 
 
    ~Nyaahnnn…~ 
 
    An insanely cute moan traveled back to him through the link, quickly followed by a lot of embarrassment and accusative intentions. 
 
    ~Master! Stop! Mom is starting to look weirdly at me!~ 
 
    He raised his brows and focused more on her. Already used to mental connection, Asterios knew how to easily ignore or block unnecessary imagery coming through it. After stopping doing that, he saw Miria sitting by the table in some wooden cabin, with some other beastfolk woman accompanying her, also black-haired. They were eating pie together. 
 
    Miria was blushing intensely while her mother was sending her curious glances. He realized that Miria’s previous moan was most likely not just a mental one and he had made her do it openly by accident, in front of other people. 
 
    ~Sorry. I was blocking off your surroundings and leaving space only for your thoughts. I’ll be more careful next time. And tell your mother that I promise to take good care of you at all times so she doesn’t have to worry.~ 
 
    He felt Miria blush even more and drop her gaze a bit before repeating his words to the woman. Asterios knew that she had already informed her parents about the whole thing. Her mother smiled kindly, and for a moment, he felt like she locked her eyes with his through Miria’s ones. 
 
    “Miria told me that you can hear what she does so thank you. I’ll leave her in your hands. She can be a handful at times, but she is a good girl. You might need to be the one to take the first step though. She’s really bad with boys,” the mother said, keeping up a nice smile. 
 
    “MOM! I told you it’s not like that! He is just my Master and I’m his summon!” Miria stood up and lightly slammed the table. 
 
    The woman giggled while covering her mouth with one hand. 
 
    “Oh? Weren’t you always dreaming about meeting your mate just like Princess Kaguya did? Didn’t you practically make a blood vow to be with each other till the end of your lives?” 
 
    Miria began pretty much steaming from embarrassment while her mother kept chuckling to herself, definitely having fun teasing her. 
 
    ~Hahaha, I bet if she knew that we kissed, she would be preparing the wedding already.~ 
 
    She couldn’t handle it anymore and quickly walked out of the room. Asterios returned his thoughts to his own world too, just as he heard someone opening the door. Ellie walked in, accompanied by a beautiful elf woman with long blond hair and green eyes. She was wearing a sleeveless greenish-white leather suit tightly surrounding her alluring figure and showing a little cleavage. 
 
    Asterios knew this person. She was the current Guildmaster of the Rosewind’s Adventurer’s Guild. They had met a few times before when he was running some errands. He only knew that she was the calm beauty type who got quite stern and serious when someone was not following rules or generally was being a dick to others. 
 
    He stood up and she gestured for him to sit down again while the duo of girls sat on the other side of the table. 
 
    “I really didn’t expect it to be you. At first, I thought it was someone with a similar name after Ellie began describing what you did to that guy,” she started with a calm tone. 
 
    “Honestly, I wouldn’t believe it either, Guildmaster. I have a feeling that Ellie exaggerated the fight a bit though.” Asterios didn’t ask for the bout just so that he could impress anyone so he decided to act humble. 
 
    “I did not! I described it exactly as it happened!” Ellie tried to deny his accusations.  
 
    The Guildmaster stopped her with a glance. 
 
    “So, since you’ve asked for the evaluation, what rank are you aiming for, supposedly Weakest One?” 
 
    “E or D-rank is fine,” he answered without thinking. 
 
    “What? E… What?” Ellie couldn’t hide her surprise. 
 
    She was sure he would aim for something like B-rank with what Asterios did, but E is barely above F, which is the starting point. She couldn’t understand why he would ask for such a low position. 
 
    The other woman curiously raised her brows and pondered a bit. From what she heard, the man in front of her neutralized the examiner in three moves, not giving him even a chance to react. At the same time, he was one of the weakest Summoners to walk on this land. These two facts already didn’t go well together, but now he was even asking for a low rank instead of trying to get himself to the top like most people usually did. 
 
    “Could you tell me the reason why you aren’t aiming higher with your capabilities?” She decided to inquire more. 
 
    “In simple terms, I’m still weak. What Ellie had witnessed, and Guildmaster heard about, doesn’t really give any decent image of my abilities. He was ignorant and we efficiently took advantage of that. The technique I’ve used with my partner currently only allows her to dash in a straight line. While it’s quite flashy, it would be almost impossible to reproduce on a moving opponent. Trying to get into a high rank from the get-go could be dangerous. I prefer to tread with caution and not garner unnecessary attention, even though that bout from before is a bit contradicting this statement.” 
 
    Asterios calmly told the woman what was on his mind. She listened attentively and judged the man to be of the smart and responsible type as she always suspected him being after their few meetings and Ellie’s mentions in the past. She was curious about one thing though. 
 
    “Why did you take the test then?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Ellie. “I believe I’ve already stated my reasoning before. I wanted to test myself and a controlled environment is more suitable for that than a real fight. It was my first time using that technique with my partner.” 
 
    The Guildmaster also looked at Ellie who got a bit anxious because she did not mention that part while being a bit too surprised with Ast’s performance.  
 
    “I see. Well then, I see no problems with placing you in E-rank. It’s good to know your own capabilities. You’ll live much longer than most of the newbies while holding onto your convictions. That said, I have a small request. You don’t have to agree to it.” 
 
    “If it’s not detrimental to me, I see no problems seeing through it.” 
 
    The Guildmaster smiled. “Would you let me see the summon you used in that fight?” 
 
    Asterios wasn’t that surprised by the woman’s request, he pretty much expected her to ask about Miria and he didn’t mind agreeing. There was just a little detail he frowned at. Visibly. 
 
    “I didn’t use her. She is my partner, not a slave. As long as she is willing, she can appear here at any moment, but I’m not going to order her to do so.” 
 
    He spoke with a calm but slightly cold tone. He always couldn’t stand people who treated summons like servants obliged to do their every bidding. If the Summoner was stronger than the beast, he could easily force his will on the familiar through their contract. It wasn’t always possible to void it from the beast’s side if it was really weak like it were with Mii’s species for example.  
 
    Miria heard his words clearly and felt really happy. She also noticed Ast’s thoughts on summons. She quickly prodded his mind with appreciative thoughts and notified him that she wouldn’t mind being ordered by a kind person like him. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Guildmaster was a bit surprised by Ast’s reaction. Of course, she did not blame him for anything, it was just unusual amongst Summoners. She decided to change the tone. 
 
    “I see. I apologize for my poor choice of words. I’d like to ask both of you then if I could meet your partner.” 
 
    Asterios stood up and moved to the side so that Miria didn’t have to squeeze between the table and the sofa. A dark crimson portal soon appeared and a huge black panther walked out of it proudly. Asterios let Miria come closer to gently lick his face while he stroked her head. He then turned back to the other women while standing up. 
 
    “This is Miria. She was the one who helped me.” 
 
    The Guildmaster had seen a fair deal of huge beasts in her life, but she had never met any that resembled a normal panther to this extent while being so big. She felt a lot of spiritual energy in the oversized cat, which told her that she was very strong. Usually, beasts with such size and energy were from various epic species and it manifested in their looks, but Miria was just like a plain black panther, which was a completely deceiving appearance.  
 
    She shuddered internally after locking gazes with Miria. Her eyes were telling the Guildmaster that if she dared to anyhow hurt the panther’s master, death would be mercy. Not many adventurers or magical beasts achieved this level of intimidation against her, who was pretty much an S-rank adventurer in the past, yet she felt like this gaze wasn’t just an empty threat. 
 
    “Thank you. I believe you are quite familiar with the rules and ins-and-outs of the guild so we can skip that. Ellie will give you the badge at the reception. If you have no questions, you are free to go.” 
 
    Asterios understood that she most likely wanted to talk some more with her employee and left to go to the lobby after bidding farewell to the ladies. Miria jumped back to her realm. 
 
    When he left, the Guildmaster turned to Ellie. 
 
    “Keep an eye on that boy and support him however you can. I have a feeling that there’s more to him than meets the eye. Report to me everything that’s connected to him in any way. And also, give him my token.” 
 
    Ellie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Miss Suanori, your token? But… don't the chosen A-ranks usually receive them?” 
 
    “You know him better than me. Do you think he would abuse it?” 
 
    Ellie shook her head. “There’s no way. He would most likely never use it.” 
 
    “Good. Then explain its purpose without hiding any details. People like that man are really rare, especially amongst humans. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. I know very well how insensitive my kind can be. I’ll follow your advice then, Guildmaster.” 
 
    She bowed and went through the door to catch up to Asterios, leaving the Guildmaster alone.  
 
    Suanori sighed, releasing the tension she gathered under the gaze of the panther. Even though she did not feel oppressed or in danger, the panther emanated a very serious and proud aura that accompanied only the strongest of summoned beasts. 
 
    Now, I wonder how you will do on this path you’ve chosen, the Weakest Summoner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
Betrayed By Her Own Mind 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie soon joined the waiting Asterios in the guild’s main lobby and got back to finishing all the paperwork alongside him. They went through the forms with ease and she presented him with his new ID card and a shoulder plate.  
 
    The latter one was in the form of an oval metal badge carved out of bronze. For easy recognition, adventurer’s ranks were grouped by two with their design and material.  
 
    F-rank and E-rank were out of bronze and were in the shape of a wide oval. D-rank and C-rank were silver and had a more rectangle-looking shape. B-rank and A-rank were made out of gold and had a bit of wavy top and bottom. S-rank and EX-rank were in their own tiers and they were from Mithril and Adamantite alloys and had their own fancy designs with a lot of angles. All of them had a big letter according to the rank in the very middle of the badge. 
 
    Asterios attached the metal patch to his shoulder, using special bolts which came with it. They were from an ore that was highly magnetic. Splitting two pins made out of it required someone to infuse them with mana. This material was often used in notice boards to make them deteriorate way less than when using common pointy-tip pins. 
 
    He was now a registered adventurer and could choose quests that matched his ranking. When alone, he could only go for F-ranked and E-ranked ones, but if he joined or formed a decent team, they could tackle some D-ranked ones too. It also depended on the adventurer’s reputation and their supervisor’s opinion of them. Who, in the case of Asterios, was Ellie, as they both agreed on it while filling the documents. 
 
    Asterios wanted to act alone for the time being so he could get to know Miria better. And besides, while by the guild’s rules that would be going alone, he technically wouldn’t be, so that was fine. Just with her by his side, he felt safe, but obviously, that didn’t mean he was going to forget all reasoning and act carelessly. He did not hide his thoughts and Miria felt his praise, which made her feel appreciated. 
 
    With all things done, Ellie brought out one more thing and extended her hand with it towards Asterios. It was a coin, or more like a token, with a silhouette of an elf woman graciously holding a wooden staff in front of her face. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “This is a Token of Fealty. The Guildmaster grants you one. It shows that she acknowledges you as one of her reliable agents. If you ever get in trouble with our or other guilds, this can help you get out of it, as it tells that she can vouch for you. Showing it at the reception can also allow you to skip the quest grading system and join emergency tasks higher than your own rank. It won't work for normal quests. You can also use it to skip queues or request a meeting with any guilds’ officials. Saying all that, I hope you won’t abuse it as it would dirty the name of our Guildmaster.” 
 
    Asterios rotated the coin a few times in his fingers, examining it from up close, and threw it into his magical pouch. 
 
    “An investment, huh? You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll use it only as the last resort. Flaunting something like that while being an E-rank could lead to a disaster,” he assured her with a smile. 
 
    “Good. But don’t be afraid to use it when necessary. I think we are done here. Thanks for your time, and please, come to me whenever you need anything.” 
 
    “I will. I’m going to pick something up after I finish a few things I still have to do.” 
 
    “I’ll check for some nice quests and prepare a few recommendations for you then. Oh, and watch out for that guy from before. I have a feeling that he might not exactly forget that all this happened. If he tries anything funny, let us know.” 
 
    It’s not that any bullying or revenge was allowed in the ranks of the guild’s employees, but Ellie knew the examiner’s personality good enough to suspect him of at least forcing Asterios into a rematch. She hoped he wouldn’t try something stupid instead. He already was a pain at times. 
 
    Asterios went back home to inform his mother about him registering as an adventurer. She expected this to happen at some point after he would have finished the academy so she didn’t try to pressure him against the idea. She also didn’t want to restrain him. The path he had chosen obviously led him towards the open world and not just a small town in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    She still was worried as his mother, but she knew he wouldn’t just disappear without a word, leaving her behind. Asterios definitely didn’t want to do that. He assured her that he would always tell her everything before he had to leave for a quest or a journey and that he would still contact her regularly. 
 
    He decided to stay home today with his mother and Miria and return his uniforms and other things to the academy tomorrow. He would rather already forget about it, but he wasn’t someone who would run away while ignoring his obligations. 
 
    During the night, he talked some more with Miria about their cooperation. They would have to work as a two-man team right now. She suggested that she should be placed in the frontline while Asterios would observe the battlefield and support her with his techniques and knowledge about his world.  
 
    Asterios agreed to her plan since it was quite logical. He could easily watch her back and inform her of any potential danger. Miria was really excited to try out fighting like that and he chuckled mentioning to her that if they got used to the connection good enough, they could even be able to subconsciously look through each other’s eyes while in combat, raising their situational awareness by leaps and bounds. 
 
    She got even more fired up after hearing that so Asterios had to pour some cold water on her head by saying that something on this level required a lot of practice and time spent on sharing minds with each other and wasn’t just about the surface thoughts but a full link where they would be able to clearly sense the other person’s consciousness, including all their thoughts, emotions, memories and such. 
 
    Miria blushed and her tail started swishing faster when she imagined such an intimate connection where basically nothing could be hidden. She already was getting embarrassed with the current level of their connection. Asterios assured her that there was no rush to achieve that level and it would come naturally with time. He told Miria that he didn’t mind letting her into his mind, believing that as her master and partner, he should fully trust her. 
 
    “Really? Umm… Would that be okay?” she asked, with curiosity quickly overcoming her. 
 
    “I mean what I said. Do you want to take a peek? I won’t look at yours without permission.” 
 
    She nodded hesitantly. Asterios asked her to move closer and give him her hand to make things easier. They sat in front of each other and closed their eyes. Asterios focused on deepening their connection, and soon, Miria felt as if she suddenly appeared in an immeasurable space similar to the night starry sky. 
 
    ~Relax a bit and focus your thoughts on whatever you want to feel or see. Just let them guide you around.~ 
 
    A loud voice echoed from every possible angle. It was obviously Asterios’. She did as he instructed and soon almost fully joined her own mind with his. She knew Asterios was a very calm and collected person, but even inside his head, she felt how tranquil his thoughts were. 
 
    Everything seemed to flow slowly and in patterns. Various images and memories passed by her as she peeked at them. Some events from his childhood, scenes of Asterios learning at the academy, the death of his companion before he summoned Mii, and many more. 
 
    When suddenly an image of an already adult Asterios taking a shower appeared, she tried to frantically cover her eyes, but she could clearly see through her imaginary hands since she was a mental consciousness without a physical body. 
 
    She heard a loud chuckle and sensed Ast’s amusement as he freed her from the picture. She didn’t feel any anger or reproach. He really seemed to not mind her seeing him naked as he had stated yesterday.  
 
    She actually was a bit curious to see his body in reality. It seemed quite muscular from all the little glances she had been able to take before, but obviously, she couldn’t just ask him to take off his shirt in front of her. That would be so shameless. 
 
    The memory of Mii’s death and then their own meeting arrived next. She squirmed internally seeing the scene of her jumping into a kiss during the contracting ritual from the perspective of Asterios and fully sensing his confusion at that moment. She wanted to run away and hide from his sight forever. 
 
    A pleasant sensation enveloped her consciousness, similar to the one when she had her head patted and hair brushed by his hand. 
 
    ~I already said I don’t mind.~ His voice boomed in the dark space again. 
 
    She let the warm and fuzzy feeling tickle her own mind. While watching herself in that one image of their kiss, she began wondering what Asterios thought about her.  
 
    A desire to know if he liked her even a bit subconsciously overcame her mind, and forgetting that he could see whatever she did in his head, Miria started prodding Ast’s consciousness for any positive emotions about her. 
 
    Who is she? 
 
    She saved me? 
 
    What a cute face… 
 
    Her ears are so beautiful… 
 
    I wonder how her tail feels in touch… 
 
    She seems so shy, hahaha… 
 
    I want to— 
 
    ~Quite bold of you, don’t you think?~ 
 
    Ast’s loud, booming voice startled her. She realized what she was doing and started panicking. Her mind went into too much chaos to uphold their connection and she found herself back in her own body. She watched as Asterios opened his eyes and looked at her with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    Miria shrunk into herself and started trembling a bit out of embarrassment and guilt. Even though he said he didn’t mind her having a peek, she did something unimaginably rude.  
 
    As she was going to escape through a portal to her own realm, Asterios grabbed her hand and chuckled. She looked at him with her head down and being pretty much on the verge of tears. 
 
    “Calm down. I’m not offended. You really need to stop assuming that I will get angry at every little thing you do.” 
 
    “But… We just met like yesterday… And I tried to do something like this...” 
 
    He chuckled again and moved closer to ruffle through her hair a bit. He gently patted Miria’s head with a smile. 
 
    “Sometimes emotions just get the better of us. It was your first time in someone’s mind like that. Besides, you could have just asked if you were so curious.” 
 
    She stopped shaking under his pleasant touch and glanced at Ast’s face, quickly averting her gaze afterward. He sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “Yes, I like you. I have no reason not to. You are adorable and beautiful, your ears and tail are just so cute, you are very cheerful and kind, you are really strong, and before all that, you saved my life. Good enough?” 
 
    Miria’s cheeks grew rosy under the constant praise and her tail began moving like crazy. She felt happy to know that, but also immensely embarrassed from being told it so boldly after she had invaded his privacy so much. Yet, she couldn’t sense any negative feelings through their link. 
 
    “Don’t overthink this too much. ” 
 
    “Thank you… and… I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Another thing—stop apologizing all the time. It’s cute, but you are already plenty adorable without that, got it?” 
 
    Asterios noticed Miria getting dangerously red so he released her from his pats. He sensed that she still wanted to run away as quickly as she could, but she forced herself to stand up slowly and made a little bow before she stepped into the portal. 
 
    Hahaha, really, this girl… Her mother wasn’t wrong. 
 
    While Asterios was preparing all of the things he had to turn in the next day, Miria was literally rolling on her bed in her own room while hugging a pillow. 
 
    “Aaaaaaaaaaa! I’m such an idiot! What the hell did I try to read in his mind?! Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” 
 
    She stopped after a few minutes, getting pretty much out of breath. She hugged her pillow closer while panting heavily. A smile formed on her lips. 
 
    “But… he said he likes me, ehehehe~” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
Nothing Ever Goes As Planned 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Asterios woke up, his mother wasn’t home. It was one of those days when she had to spend the whole day at her shop to oversee the business and verify some things. Usually, she was only leaving for a few hours during midday, and her mornings and evenings were free. The place employed a few people who were quite professional and Kindra didn’t have to watch over them the whole time. She was able to deal with a lot of issues from home. 
 
    He made some sandwiches and invited Miria to have breakfast with him. They enjoyed a quick chat while eating. She still seemed a bit ashamed of herself from the previous day, but it didn’t affect their interactions that much. 
 
    Asterios threw all the clothes and trinkets into a big paper bag and headed out for the academy. The sooner he would deal with it the lower the chances of anything inconvenient happening. Miria stayed in her realm while accompanying him through their connection.  
 
    It was shortly before afternoon. Many students were dashing towards the academy as they usually did. Miria observed them ride many different beasts and noticed that none came even close to her size. She concluded that they must have been the usual beasts that existed even in her realm. Only one Drake, which flew above Ast’s head, looked grander than her. An urge to appear by Ast’s side and serve as his mount started growing inside her mind. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. 
 
    ~Do you really want to show-off that bad?~ 
 
    She got startled a bit by his voice in her head, completely forgetting that they could sense each other’s surface thoughts and emotions, especially right at that moment when she was focusing on looking through Ast’s eyes. 
 
    ~N-No… I just… don’t like how they seem to be flaunting their beasts and Master has to walk…~ 
 
    ~I don’t mind having you around more after we deal with the academy. Let’s not invite any more trouble from them just before I leave. You know from some of my memories how bad they can be.~ 
 
    Miria’s mood brightened a lot when hearing that she would be able to spend more time by his side. She decided to lay low until Asterios told her it was the right moment. A few more hours or days wasn’t that long to wait for such joy. She would show everyone how great her master actually was. 
 
    He went through the gate without any issues. This time though, the guards did check his ID. The staff must have been already informed about the expulsion. 
 
    Before going to turn the items in at the Principal’s office, he took a last stroll around the campus. While the community here could have been much better, the facilities and architecture were something he had always admired, especially the garden area. Asterios took a moment to sit down at his usual spot and glanced at the beautiful view for the last time. 
 
    Everyone was looking his way when he was passing students moving towards their classes. It was natural. As someone with visibly different clothing, he had to garner attention. Others wore their white uniforms while he had his dark brown adventuring getup on him. 
 
    After half an hour of reminiscent wandering, Asterios got back on the main path leading to the biggest building. He joined the crowd of people heading the same way. By some mischievous fate, he noticed a familiar blue-haired head walking not that far from him to the front. To not create any unnecessary situations, he did his best to stay in the girl’s blind spot. 
 
    Unfortunately, another familiar thing appeared behind him, in the form of a man’s voice. 
 
    “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the Weakest One. Oh? What’s this? Did you mix your uniform with your mother’s dresses while washing it? I must say, those spare clothes look even worse on you than it did.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake… He had to be here at this exact moment... 
 
    Hoping that Tina didn’t hear the guy’s statement would be too much, and as Asterios predicted, she quickly turned around after hearing someone mention his title. He clenched his fists and took a deep breath, releasing them again. Bringing his mother into the conversation irked Asterios, but he didn’t want to escalate things even more.  
 
    He turned around and noticed the well-known blond-haired man and his usual three followers—two girls and a guy. 
 
    “Hi there, Roz. How is your wolf doing? I’m always open for some more massages if he’s up for it.” 
 
    The boy from Roz's group chuckled at his remark and earned himself an elbow from the leader, who clicked his tongue in annoyance. 
 
    “Very funny, Asti~” 
 
    The thing Asterios couldn’t stand the most was the fact that this guy always addressed him using a playful tone with the nickname only his mother used, just to irritate him. Roz had accidentally heard Kindra call him that near the academy’s gates in the past and started using the cute nickname as a way of mocking Asterios. But even so, Asterios never took action, no matter how irritated he was.  
 
    “He definitely is doing better than your little retarded rabbit. And definitely much better than you, Mr. Astexpelled.” 
 
    The quartet started giggling and snorting amongst themselves. 
 
    “What? Expelled?” 
 
    Tina finally made it through the crowd that had gathered around the five students in the middle of the road. She got into the circle and stood beside Asterios, looking at him and his offenders in turns. 
 
    Judging by her reaction, he concluded that, most likely, the professors wanted to go with his expulsion without any additional notices, but someone must have leaked the info to this guy. It wasn’t that unexpected. He was of noble birth and his family had quite a decent contact with some of them.  
 
    He wouldn’t be surprised if the boy’s parents were somehow pressuring or bribing a few of the teachers on the Council to support the idea of getting him kicked out. He could see Roz begging them to deal with him with some made-up excuses. 
 
    Asterios sighed and turned to her. “Yeah. I’m out for that last breach of rules during the exam.” He waved his paper bag. “Just gonna turn in my stuff and be on my way.” 
 
    Tina’s heart sank as a reaction to his words. Her expression turned into a heavily shocked and sorrowful one. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    She gripped the hem of her skirt and started to panic. She didn’t want Asterios to leave. She didn’t know what to do. Should she drop out too? Should she try to talk with the Principal? Should she just tell him her feelings right now before they separated? What if he left nevertheless? They weren’t even that close. It was just her almost always watching him from the side, rarely interacting with Asterios. Her anxiety was growing more and more as she stared at his figure, dressed in dark brown leather garments. 
 
    “Oh, don’t tell me you feel sorry for that trash, hahaha. He doesn’t belong here and everyone knows it. This will be a better place without such a failure!” the guy continued his curses. 
 
    Tina’s chaotic mind caught on a possible target to vent her negative emotions. Quite the appropriate one with the man being most likely the main culprit behind the issue. She sent him an angry glare while taking a step forward and gathering her mana. 
 
    But, before she moved even a bit, Asterios’ arm appeared in front of her. He shook his head when their gazes met. He didn’t want Tina to get involved in this matter and suffer possible consequences. She had helped him before and he owed her this much. 
 
    “Forget him. Let’s just leave.” He showed a wry smile while placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    But Roz was not finished. 
 
    “That’s right! Run! It’s the only thing you can do! I hope that your useless critter gets squashed under a wagon or something!” 
 
    Ast’s brows twitched and he involuntarily squeezed his hand lying on Tina’s shoulder, making her yelp quietly. The urge to smash the guy's face as his parting gift grew in his heart, but he did his best to tame it down with another deep sigh. 
 
    “The world will be a better place when both of you finally disappear! It would have been better already if you didn’t exist in the first place. Even your whore mother didn’t want y—” 
 
    An immense amount of rage and anger flared inside Asterios’s mind. But, it wasn’t completely his own. He had felt it slowly growing during this conversation and didn’t notice before that those weren’t only his emotions. 
 
    In the next split-second, a dark crimson portal appeared near him, and a huge black panther flew out of it straight at the blond-haired guy. It pounced on the student with a lot of force, pinning him down to the ground. 
 
    A ferocious roar soon reverberated through the air, followed by a small shockwave. Everyone screamed or gasped in surprise and some of the spectators even fell on their butts. Most of them had never seen such a big beast of the feline species and Miria additionally leaked out a powerful aura of animosity and killing intent. 
 
    She was growling loudly while staring at the completely frightened boy under her. She had enough of his attitude. Even if she was going to get heavily scolded by Asterios, she could not sit idly any longer. She was impressed by how much her master could endure, but she was not him. Holding back emotions wasn’t her forte. 
 
    Miria growled even louder and lower and opened her jaws. Their size was big enough to easily fit a whole watermelon when fully stretched so a not-that-impressive human head was nothing.  
 
    Roz started begging her to release him with tears in his eyes as the merciless jaws of death were descending slowly. All his companions were too frozen in fear to even think about helping. An enormous panther was standing on top of their friend, just between them. 
 
    As his face was starting to get surrounded by Miria’s teeth, Asterios’ voice reached her ears. 
 
    “Don’t kill him.” 
 
    She stopped. She really wanted to just close her jaws and end this human, but she wasn’t going to go against Ast’s wishes. She already might have complicated things with just her appearance. Miria pulled her head back and gave Roz one more ferocious growl before walking back to her master’s side while glaring at everyone present. 
 
    She arrived in front of Asterios and lowered her head submissively, expecting him to be really mad at her. Asterios kneeled a little and brought his face closer to hers, resting their foreheads against each other, and began stroking her fur. 
 
    He sighed. “You silly girl, getting mad for my sake.” She purred softly. “Thank you. Let’s move before it gets worse.” 
 
    Asterios stood up and Miria raised herself too. He turned to Tina, who was completely flabbergasted like everyone present, and grabbed her by the waist. 
 
    “Eh?!” 
 
    Without any issue, Asterios sat her on Miria’s back and jumped onto it himself. 
 
    “Grab her fur tightly,” he instructed the surprised and slightly embarrassed girl while leaning onto her and pressing them lower to Miria’s back.  
 
    A second later, she jumped off the ground and flew above the small crowd that was encircling them. After landing on the pavement, she began dashing towards the main building as Asterios had instructed her. 
 
    Tina couldn’t help but scream at how fast they were going. The air pressure strongly pushed her into Asterios. Even the Pegasus of her friend, which she had ridden a few times, didn’t reach such speeds. And the fact that the panther was maneuvering around the walking people, angling its body to another direction with each leap, certainly didn’t help. 
 
    They arrived in front of the main building’s entrance in a flash, with Miria ending their sprint in a slide, kicking up a lot of dust and surprising even more people. Asterios hopped off her and helped Tina get down too. She quickly started fixing her completely disheveled clothes and hair, stealing glances at Asterios to see if he noticed her state. 
 
    Miria was going to head back to her realm, but he stopped her. 
 
    ~We’ve already caused quite a ruckus. You can stay.~ 
 
    ~Master…~ 
 
    She felt happy but also a bit remorseful. She knew it was her fault and it most likely could have been avoided. Asterios sensed her worry and began patting her head with a kind smile. He turned to Tina. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, I’m going to hand the items back now. You should stay away from me so that you don’t get targeted next.” 
 
    “No. I’m coming with you and you can’t stop me!” 
 
    He shook his head. As far as he knew, Tina was quite a stubborn person, and when she decided on something, it was hard to change her mind. At least that’s what he heard in class. 
 
    “Do as you wish.” 
 
    They all walked together through the corridors, with Miria parading between the two. Many curious gazes surrounded them. As soon as they arrived in front of the Principal’s office, Asterios knocked on the door. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    Madam Teireshia’s voice urged them in. Tina was first to hastily open the door and quickly stride inside with an annoyed expression. She stopped just before the Principal’s desk and slammed her hands down onto it. 
 
    “I want to file a complaint!” 
 
    Asterios sighed again as he closed the door. It looked like he wouldn’t be able to just disappear without that much attention as he planned on doing. Taking the last tour around the campus might have been a huge mistake. He shouldn't have gotten sentimental and headed straight for the Principal's office. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
A Wager 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “First, you can’t just kick Ast out because he jumped in to save his partner! Second, why is that jerk Roz still allowed to do whatever he—OW!” 
 
    As Tina was venting her annoyance on the Principal, Asterios walked behind her and chopped the slightly too aggressive girl on the head. 
 
    “Stop shouting at the person who had the least to do with this,” he berated her. 
 
    “But as the Principal, she could—” 
 
    “Couldn’t do anything.” Asterios turned to the woman in robes. “Please, excuse her rudeness, we had just stumbled on a quite unfortunate encounter on the way here. As I was instructed, I’m returning my belongings, but… one of the uniforms got completely shredded recently…” 
 
    He placed the paper bag on the desk and bowed slightly. Madam Teireshia was observing the duo attentively. Tina was the quiet student type, focused on getting better rather than whining at little annoyances or obstacles, yet somehow, she got really invested in this case. 
 
    “Ekhm… It’s fine. We all get emotional from time to time. I’m sorry Tina, but I had no say in the decision of the Council.” She glanced at the blue-haired girl. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Let it go. You can’t fight the whole academy.” Asterios placed a hand on Tina’s shoulder. 
 
    “Why are you fine with this? Isn’t this your dream? To learn more about magical beasts and summoning? They are robbing you out of it! How can you be so calm?” 
 
    Tina turned to him and began questioning Asterios. While she spoke about his plans, deep down, she was much more anxious about the fact that he would leave. She was preparing herself for a long time to finally confess and suddenly everything went to hell in the span of a day. They were supposed to graduate together! 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “This academy isn’t the only place in the world where I can improve myself. The resources were convenient, but I can find another way to acquire them myself.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Adventuring for example.” 
 
    Tina’s lips trembled a little and her mouth froze while opened. She furrowed her brows. 
 
    “Adventuring? With how weak yo—” 
 
    *GROOOOWL* 
 
    A low growl reverberated through the room. Tina looked back at the majestic black panther lying on the floor near the door and licking its side. She somehow felt like she understood the meaning behind that sound. It seemed to warn her to watch her words. 
 
    “By the Great Kargalan the Brave… What dense spiritual energy…” 
 
    The Principal finally noticed the third guest in her office after Tina and Asterios turned their sides to her. She stood up and leaned over the desk to get a better view of the huge cat. Her eyes widened in surprise and she shivered a bit after locking gazes with the proud beast. 
 
    Asterios mentally asked Miria to come to his side. She rose from the ground and lazily approached him. Seeing the beast come closer, Madam Teireshia sat back down. With Miria on all fours, she was pretty much on the same level as the sitting Principal, if not higher. 
 
    Miria stared at the woman for a moment and then turned her head to Asterios, nudging it against his hand. He began brushing her fur with affection. Madam Teireshia moved her eyes from him to the panther in turns. 
 
    “Wait… You don’t mean this is…” 
 
    “It’s as Principal thinks. This is Miria, my new partner.” She purred happily. “I apologize in advance. We caused quite the scene on the campus. The Richtenstein family might come to pester you about that.” He smiled wryly. 
 
    “I don’t care about those passive nobles with inflated egos now! You managed to summon your second beast? And it looks like it’s incredibly strong! I’ve never seen or heard about such pure feline beast, so rich in spiritual essence, and of this size!” 
 
    The Principal got a bit excited and she noticed her slightly unusual behavior, quickly correcting herself. Even the best students rarely formed contracts with entities like this. The beast might have looked plain, but years of experience were screaming at her that it was unimaginably powerful and with astronomical potential. And the fact that Asterios was the one who called it also added to her delight. 
 
    Tina was curious too about the beast so she withdrew her case for a moment, hoping that Asterios would explain more now that it caught the attention of the Principal. She started thinking that she might be able to force them to take him back if Miria was somehow special. 
 
    Ast’s expression turned a bit dark and both of the women noticed that change. Miria could feel it. 
 
    “Not really. Miria is currently my only partner…” he spoke and sighed. 
 
    “Eh? But what about Mii? She seemed fine after the exam!” Tina couldn’t help but have a bad feeling about this. 
 
    “Mii… is gone. She sacrificed herself to protect me… and returned to her world as a spirit.” 
 
    Madam Teireshia felt sorry for Asterios. She knew how much he valued his beasts. Tina’s expression also turned sorrowful. But, there was another thing to focus on, more than the death of his rabbit. 
 
    “What do you mean by sacrificed herself? Barely a day has passed since our last conversation. Asterios, what happened?” the Principal inquired. 
 
    “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It happened shortly after I left. It’s also connected to the issue with the torn uniform.” 
 
    He reached into the paper bag and brought out both jacket and pants and unrolled them, showing to the women countless little cuts and the three big openings in the chest area of the top. Tina gasped and felt her chest tighten while Madam Teireshia’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “I’ve gotten rid of the blood, but—” 
 
    “Blood?! Ast! What did you do!” Tina jumped at him and clutched his vest with a concerned expression. 
 
    He patted her head. “Calm down. I’m fine, as you can see. I’ve stumbled on a frenzied mature Agate Bear, hurt by the hunters. Mii covered for me against my orders and lost her life in my arms. Then Miria appeared and saved me.” 
 
    Tina slowly got ahold of herself, still being too distressed to even think about getting embarrassed from having her head patted by the man she loved. She quickly turned to the Principal. 
 
    “It dealt with a mature Agate Bear! It must be amazingly strong! You can’t force someone with a beast like this out! What even is she?” 
 
    “Tina.” Asterios brushed through her hair a bit more forcefully. “I’ve already made up my mind. I’m even already registered in the guild.” He showed them his shoulder plate. “And Miria is a Werepanther. I don’t think there are any records about them even in the academy.” 
 
    The Principal listened to his words curiously. “That’s true. I have no memory of something like that. Amazing… How intelligent is she?” 
 
    “She understood every single word we have said since the beginning. Rather than a beast… she’s more like a person.” 
 
    “Incredible…” She stared at the panther and Miria glanced back. The Principal felt Ast’s words to be true. “If I reached out to all my old contacts then maybe…” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. I don’t mean to sound rude, but a single summon won’t suddenly change everyone’s opinion of me. In fact, I can bet they would just get even more ferocious. I’d rather not deal with that and have Miria experience it. As we promised, I will be back, but this is not the time yet.” 
 
    Madam Teireshia sighed. As much as she wanted to have him stay, Ast’s words were on point. She regretted losing the chance to study Miria more, but she respected the boy’s resolve. 
 
    “Then, I quit! I will register as an adventurer too and go with you!”  
 
    Tina shouted and began taking off her blazer. Asterios grabbed her by both shoulders and stopped the girl. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do! This is my own decision!” 
 
    “It’s a bad decision made under the influence of emotions. You are just half a year short of finishing the academy. Don’t ruin this for yourself just because of some injustice.” 
 
    She tried to free herself but Asterios wasn’t letting go. He didn’t want to let Tina waste all this effort she had put into studying. She had a great aptitude and good scores. It was unwise to drop everything almost near the end. He pressed on her shoulders with more force. 
 
    “Tina. Tina. Look at me.” She stopped struggling and moved her frustrated gaze up at his face. “Weren’t you aiming to get into the Royal Division after graduating? They don’t accept dropouts.” 
 
    It was one of her dreams to be able to join the ranks of the famous Royal Division, which gathered the best of the best, but right now, it was nothing in front of being separated from Asterios for who knows how long. 
 
    “I’ll find a way! And if it proves impossible, then I’ll just come up with another one! You don’t understand! I… I…”  
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to follow the momentum and speak the words. Asterios moved his hand from her shoulder to her head and brushed through her hair again while sighing. 
 
    “Just six months. Your mother is rooting for you. You are a really amazing Summoner and you should better yourself with every chance you get. Stay. See through this. I promise to be here when you graduate. If you will still insist on coming with me then, so be it. Deal?” 
 
    She dropped her gaze, understanding that this really was the better choice, yet her heart was telling Tina otherwise. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “If not for yourself, then do it for me.” Asterios felt bad to be responsible for ruining Tina’s potential future she worked really hard to achieve. 
 
    “It’s not fair asking like that…” she muttered very quietly. 
 
    “Listen to Asterios, Tina. You are almost at the finish line. And you are still a young girl. Six months will pass like the wind. I’ll do my best to support you till the end, for yours and his sake.” 
 
    Tina sighed dejectedly. “Fine… I’ll do it… But you better keep your promise...” 
 
    “I will.” Asterios smiled at the pouting girl. “Well then, only the case of us running into Roz is left to discuss.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen him wet his pants before.” Tina giggled. 
 
    Asterios briefly explained the recent situation, making the Principal rub her forehead in disappointment. She thanked them for reporting this so she could prepare beforehand. Richtensteins would definitely not leave the issue untouched. She told them to leave dealing with the family to her.  
 
    He made Madam Teireshia promise to watch over Tina since he expected them to target her in their spite. The person in question stepped back to hide the blush on her face from hearing how much Asterios cared for her. Shivers ran down her spine and she noticed Miria staring at her intently. She could swear that the panther was squinting its eyes at her. 
 
    They bid farewell, with the Principal assuring Asterios that he was always welcome in her office, and she asked him to pay her a visit if he would be around. She couldn’t hide the thrill of spending more time with a completely new beast. 
 
    Tina insisted on escorting Asterios to the gate and they rode on Miria's back together. They didn’t go as fast as before and Tina took place behind him. She inconspicuously used that chance to hug him tightly without having to face him. She still was hesitating in her mind to let Asterios go. 
 
    The sudden appearance of an unknown beast spooked the guards a little, but they kept their cool seeing that it was accompanied by two people, one in the academy’s uniform. They both jumped off and faced each other. 
 
    Tina had a hard time looking straight at Asterios. She felt like she would start crying at any moment. She mustered whatever courage she had inside and spoke first. 
 
    “Take care of yourself. And don’t slack off.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “You better not slack off. I want to see your name on the Obelisk of Wisdom the next time they update it.” 
 
    “I would need perfect scores for that!” 
 
    “Is that a problem for someone so talented?” 
 
    Her cheeks grew a little rosy from the unexpected compliment. 
 
    “That would require a lot of work, even from me…” 
 
    Asterios got an idea that could help Tina preserve her motivation after he left. 
 
    “Let’s make a wager then. The goal is for you to get your name carved into the stone. You manage it, you win, you don’t, I win. Simple.” 
 
    “But what would the reward be?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Hmmm… I don’t know… I’m fine with whatever you suggest… Oh. A wish. The winner gets a wish from the loser. They can ask for whatever they want.” Asterios smiled again at his own idea. 
 
    Tina’s heart started beating faster as her mind went into overdrive with possibilities. If she won, he would have to do or give her anything she asked for. The images of countless little presents and gifts flashed in front of her eyes, from more materialistic ones to things like holding hands, going for a date, or… a kiss… 
 
    “Hello? Tina?” Ast’s voice brought her back from her daydreaming and she frantically shook her head to get rid of the increasingly dangerous imagery. 
 
    “Yes! Let’s do that! I’m going to win, just you wait!” she exclaimed with a newfound passion. 
 
    “Great. Better start running back then or you will miss your first class of the day. Or you can stay and let me win.” He pointed at the tower with the clock. 
 
    “AH!” she gasped seeing the hour. Just five minutes were left until her class began. Tina instantly broke into a run but stopped for a moment and turned back. “I will not let you go back on that!” she shouted and resumed the sprint. 
 
    Asterios chuckled at how effective his idea was. Miria nudged his arm and he started stroking her fur. 
 
    ~That girl seems to like you, Master.~ 
 
    ~Perhaps a little bit. She deserves much better than ending with someone like me though.~ 
 
    ~I don’t think there’s anyone better than Master in this world.~ Miria sent him appreciative thoughts. 
 
    ~You haven’t seen much of it yet.~ 
 
    ~I’ve seen enough.~ 
 
    ~Hate to break it to you, but me taking a bath can’t be considered enough.~ 
 
    He could feel Miria getting all embarrassed over their connection and she didn’t talk back. He chuckled at her mentally. 
 
    ~Let’s go. Time to pick up our first job.~ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
Infinite Storage 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While people at the academy had most likely already heard about the huge black panther, those in the city shouldn’t have yet received any rumors about it. Just to be safe, Miria jumped back to her realm nevertheless. They wanted to keep the attention on them to the minimum for as long as it was possible. Asterios knew it wouldn’t be that long considering how fast they showed Miria’s form at the academy, but some more peaceful time was always appreciated. 
 
    Finally done with his obligations, Asterios headed towards the guild. He might not have been showing it, but deep down, he was really excited about going on his first quest. He was aware that it wouldn’t be anything epic by any means due to his rank, but that fact wasn’t able to overcome his curious nature. 
 
    It would take some time before they started earning enough to cover anything more than just some basic materials required for summoning and the arts connected to it, so the earlier they began the better. 
 
    Miria was also quite thrilled to see more of his world and to spend more time by Ast’s side. She already was having lots of fun and going on a proper adventure seemed like a step further.  
 
    After arriving at the guild, Asterios had to wait a moment for Ellie to finish talking with another member. He went closer to the board and examined some commissions. As usual, most of the valuable ones had always been picked up and completed quickly. 
 
    Although, the guild introduced a system to prevent people from just taking the quest notice and then struggling with the task for a long time, not wanting to give it to others while it only unnecessarily prolonged the completion process.  
 
    When an adventurer picked a quest, they had to bring it to the counter and register his take on it. Then, depending on the character of the quest, the employee would give the member a copy of the notice and return the original to the board if it was deemed fine for many others to join or try to complete it at the same time. And when another person came to register for it, they were informed about others already undertaking it, and the risk that they might just waste their time. They still could go with it but they had to have in mind the possibility of returning after it was already handed back. 
 
    It was a decent system that got rid of a lot of potential issues. The employees were often the ones to decide if it was okay to let more people attend the request and gave the concurrent adventurers advice to pick another or go with that one. 
 
    Seeing his friend finished with her business, Asterios walked up to Ellie, who naturally noticed his approach and smiled at him. 
 
    “Welcome back! Already done with the things you mentioned?” 
 
    “Yeah. We can do some work now.” 
 
    “Great! I’ve noted down a few nice tasks when you were gone. Don’t get your hopes too high up though. No Dragon slaying for you yet.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Why would I want to hurt a Dragon? Unless it was wreaking havoc somewhere. Still, I’d rather try to talk to it first.” 
 
    Ellie let out a giggle. “True, that sounds more like you. Just don’t put yourself at too much risk if you ever have a chance to try it, okay? Well then. Here are the requests. Take a look.” 
 
    She handed him four pieces of paper with some neatly written notes. Asterios could tell that she made them herself, and just from a quick glance, he could easily figure out what was the core issue that needed solving. He looked at the creator of those documents and she was just smiling charmingly. 
 
    He shook his head at the amount of effort Ellie put into those and returned to checking the contents of the quests.  
 
    One was a mass commission for hunting wild wolves for a tannery. The task asked for ten, so many adventurers could pick it up.  
 
    The second one was a typical gathering commission for Moontail Grass, an ingredient commonly used in alchemy. He considered picking that quest. It was a nice opportunity to get some for himself since it had its uses in summoning too, and Ellie would provide him with some information on where he could possibly find the plant. 
 
    The third and the fourth were some minor tasks about helping someone with construction and assisting in the forge. He didn’t mind those little jobs, but naturally, the first two were much more beneficial and interesting. 
 
    ~Which one of these should we pick, Miria?~ 
 
    ~Can’t we do both? They seem easy, right?~ 
 
    Asterios nodded and turned back to Ellie. “Are wolves and Moontail Grass any close to each other?” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” She glanced down at something behind the counter. “There should be around a few hours on foot between the closest spots marked on our map. Mind that, they might not be 100% accurate or were already visited. You want to go for both?” 
 
    “Yes, and I don’t think the distance will be a problem.” Miria agreed with him mentally. “I already know the details about the plant. Anything important you can tell me about the first task?” 
 
    “One second… There were some reports about an alpha in those regions… besides that… it should be just your usual wild wolves. Don’t drop your guard nevertheless,” she reminded Asterios. 
 
    “Don’t worry. You should always expect the unexpected. Summoning has already taught me that tens of times. Anyway, we’ll register for those two then.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll give you a map and the infographic on the Moontail Grass just in case. Better have it rather than not.” 
 
    They filled the forms together and Asterios bid farewell to Ellie. 
 
    ~What now Master? Are we going to depart instantly?~ Miria couldn’t hold back her eagerness to leave the town. 
 
    ~Pretty much, yeah. It looks like we need around twelve hours on foot to reach the plants, so even with your speed, we should pick up some gear for the trip, like bedrolls, tents, flint, and such since we might camp in the wilds before returning. I need to buy a big backpack to store all that. I hope it won’t inconvenience you too much while I ride on your back.~ 
 
    He could feel Miria pondering over something while he walked towards a general store. She soon spoke to him. 
 
    ~Ummm… I have a question.~ 
 
    ~Yes?~ 
 
    ~Couldn’t I just take the equipment back with me to my home and bring it out when needed? You wouldn’t have to carry it that way, no?~ 
 
    Asterios stopped and his eyes went wide. He never considered transferring items along with the summon back to their world because neither Mii nor Roy was able to do something like that with how small they were. But, with Miria being practically like a member of any humanoid race, living in a developed realm and having an actual house, they could use it as their personal storage. She already was bringing things from there, like her swords and such, so it obviously should work the other way too. 
 
    ~Miria, that’s an amazing idea! You are a genius!~ 
 
    Asterios started joyfully patting her head through their link and she began giggling to herself. She felt happy to hear that her suggestion was somehow helpful. 
 
    To fully confirm that this strategy worked, he stepped into an empty alley and summoned Miria in her humanoid form. She took his spatial pouch with her back home without any issue and then returned it to him soon after.  
 
    Miria jumped at Asterios to hug him after seeing how delighted he was with her discovery. Only after she felt his hand gently grazing through her hair she realized what she was doing and got embarrassed quickly. Unfortunately, Asterios started scratching behind her ears and she literally melted in his embrace, losing all her strength to run away. He smiled at the panthergirl squirming under his hands and she blushed heavily. 
 
    Ending their little fun, Asterios let Miria return after giving her a few more scratches. He was starting to like petting the adorable panther.  
 
    Then, he proceeded to get the things they needed without having to worry about how much space they took. In half an hour, he got pretty much everything he could think of. 
 
    Since it was barely around noon, Asterios went back to inform his mother about their little trip. She stopped them for a moment and prepared a quick, boxed lunch. He gave her a kiss on the forehead as thanks and left, passing the food to Miria. 
 
    She wanted to test her speed and endurance after becoming Asterios’s partner, so they made the whole trip in one go, with Miria running in her panther form non-stop. It took them just four hours at her second-to-best speed. Asterios didn’t want her to end completely exhausted since that could be dangerous. 
 
    Still, Miria clearly noticed the difference. She was getting tired a little slower than before while achieving her previously highest speed. She was really excited for the future since Asterios told her that those were just small and basic effects of their connection. 
 
    He himself was also quite surprised by how potent their bond was. He didn’t feel like he was dragging such a powerful partner down, which should have happened with his old aptitude.  
 
    For the whole ride, Asterios focused on training to efficiently control and pour his now different mana into Miria’s body to revitalize her. It didn’t come that easy as he didn’t have much experience with such robust spiritual energy before. He decided that it would be a good idea to return to some exercises he had stopped doing years ago after he reached what he could with his energy reserves. 
 
    They rested for half an hour after arriving at the first spot marked on the map. Moontail Grass came first as both of them agreed to take care of the safer and less thrilling task from the get-go. Asterios showed Miria—who changed into her humanoid form—the picture of the plant and explained which part was important. 
 
    Moontail Grass had a thin stalk ending with a part that looked like a crescent moon. There were two long leaves on both sides, growing higher than the stalk and then leaning to the center, creating a bit of a heart’s shape. To properly conserve it, one had to gently wrap both of them around the stalk before cutting it in the middle. 
 
    Why? Because if you didn’t, the head would wither quickly. Moontail Grass coiled the leaves by itself during full moons and thus made it easy to collect, but the next one wasn’t anywhere close to happening soon. Supposedly, when it was surrounded by its leaves, it was absorbing the moonlight, so the head had to stay active for the whole process. Doing that manually, you were simulating that moment. 
 
    In around two hours of searching and collecting, they gathered around half of the required amount. It wasn’t that easy to find bigger collections of the plant. It usually grew alone in the spots with clear views of the sky. Asterios recalled Miria to him and she arrived at his place just to see him preparing a campfire. 
 
    “Let’s rest for today. It isn’t any easier looking for it during the night. Help me with the fire and the tent, please. Then, you can return back home.” 
 
    Miria brought the items he requested and helped set everything up. Asterios noticed how she was stealing glances at him in silence the whole time. 
 
    “If you have something on your mind, just speak up. Or do I have to make you talk every time, hmm?” He smiled and waved at her to sit near the fire. She complied. 
 
    “Can I stay with you here?” Miria asked a bit shyly. 
 
    “Hm? Wouldn’t you rather sleep in your bed?” 
 
    “I don’t mind sleeping on the ground and it would be more fun that way, I think…” Her tail was beginning to dance more and more behind her back while she was trying to keep a composed expression. 
 
    Asterios checked his spiritual circuits and pondered. Again, there was barely any strain on them and Miria was in his world for a few hours already. He concluded that this could be a decent chance to test it more so he waved his hand at her. 
 
    “I’m fine with it if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    Miria smiled beautifully, with her tail swishing gleefully too, and proceeded to bring out her own sleeping bag. She stopped for a moment in front of the tent they set up and looked at him. He glanced at her too. 
 
    “Do you need a separate one?” he asked and began raising himself up. 
 
    “No, no, no! I’m fine with sleeping… together… That is if you don’t mind!” she shook her head and announced while averting her gaze. 
 
    “No need to get so flustered. You sure it’s fine with you?” 
 
    “Of course!” she answered and quickly dove into the tent to place her bedroll in there. 
 
    He shook his head and walked to the edge of their camp to set some wires as a safety measure. Unfortunately, none of them was a magician able to cast Alarm or similar spells so he had to resort to more conventional methods. Besides Livelihood Magic and a few various utility spells almost anyone with mana could learn, Asterios was purely focused on summoning and techniques linked to it. 
 
    They chatted some more around the fire, went through a few fighting strategies, set a few signals and predetermined actions, and went to sleep in their respective sleeping bags. He let Miria jump into hers first, expecting her to get too flustered to do it at the same time, and slid into his own after taking off his coat. They were lying around one arm length from each other since the tent wasn’t too big. Asterios had no problems falling asleep, but Miria couldn’t calm her mind down for at least an hour. 
 
    In the morning, something ticklish brushing over his nose woke Asterios up. He groaned a little and blew a bit of air to get rid of the invader. It returned after a second so he blew even stronger. Irritated after it appeared again, he used his right hand to swat the thing away. 
 
    “Ehehehe… Munyaamunyaamunyaa…” A cute giggle and some mumbling just by his side followed. 
 
    Ast’s eyes shot open and he found out that the ticklish thing was actually Miria’s ear in front of his face. He glanced down and found her snuggled to his chest, sleeping peacefully in his bag with him. She was cutely clutching his shirt with both of her hands and resting her forehead on his collarbone while he was lying on his left side. 
 
    He sighed and chuckled at the adorable sight. There was no way for him to leave without waking her up and he could already see her getting all embarrassed after finding herself in such a position. 
 
    Oh well. Not like I have any other options, he thought to himself and began brushing his fingers against the side of Miria’s face. 
 
    She soon started waking up with a cute yawn which made her head hit Ast’s jaw. Miria massaged the place while opening her eyes and froze. She squeezed her other hand, which was still clutching his shirt, looked down, and then very slowly lifted her gaze up until her eyes met his smiling face. 
 
    “Good morning. Slept well?” 
 
    Miria’s face went red almost instantly, making Asterios chuckle again. Her eyes kept darting away. 
 
    “Is this Master’s…” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Did I…” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    She hid her face in his chest. “I’m—”  
 
    Miria wanted to quickly apologize, but she remembered how he told her to stop doing so on every occasion. He didn’t seem to be angry at her for sneaking in. She tried to compose herself as hard as she could and looked up at him. 
 
    “I don’t remember being a sleepwalker, ehehehe~” she exclaimed with an embarrassed giggle. 
 
    Asterios smiled and patted her head. “You learn something new with each da—” 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched and stood up to attention. This wasn’t her usual reaction to his hand. Asterios noticed Miria’s expression turning more serious and she locked her eyes with his, forgetting her embarrassed state. 
 
    “Someone is running this way.” 
 
    He was impressed by her keen hearing, being able to perceive such detail even from the inside of a tent. Soon, the voice of a man reached their ears. 
 
    “Help! Is there someone in that tent?” 
 
    They nodded at each other and quickly got up to see what was happening. Miria turned into her panther form and left the tent after Asterios. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
Into the Den 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After leaving their tent, Asterios glanced around. It was still morning as the sun was quite low. Miria positioned herself towards the way from where the voice had come. A few moments later, a young man with short brown hair and some leather armor, damaged here and there, jumped out of the bushes. 
 
    “Help! I need—AHH!” 
 
    He screamed in shock after noticing the giant panther staring intently at him and stumbled over his own legs while taking a step backward, falling onto the ground. 
 
    “No need to be scared, that’s my companion.” Asterios appeared by her side and looked at the man while brushing Miria’s fur. 
 
    The man remained in a daze for a few seconds but he quickly composed himself and stood back up, turning to Asterios. 
 
    “Please! I need your help!” he continued. 
 
    “Calm down. Is something chasing you?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “No, but my friend is in danger! I need to help him before some monster or beast finds him!” 
 
    “Where is he? What happened to him?” 
 
    “We were hunting wolves and entered a cave while following their tracks. During the fight inside, one of his spells hit the ceiling and part of the tunnel collapsed, burying him halfway down! We weren’t able to dig him out by ourselves so after clearing the nearby area I’ve decided to look for help! Thank gods I’ve found you! Your beast companion should be able to get him out easily! Please, we need to save him!” the youth summed up his story as good as he could. 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows. “And you left him there alone? In the wolves' den?” 
 
    The man shook his arms. “Don’t misunderstand, I didn’t run away! He’s a strong magician, he can hold back a wolf or two, but we need to get to him before more come!” 
 
    Asterios examined the adventurer while he was speaking. He seemed really panicked as for someone having this much trust in their partner and the whole idea of running around to look for help while there was a high chance no one could be in the area sounded pretty stupid to him. The youth had a D-rank plate on his shoulder so he shouldn’t be a complete newbie. Not preparing some way of communication or emergency flare signal was a rookie mistake and there were at least two people in his team. 
 
    Still, this could just have been a genuine example of two idiots being lucky till this day so he couldn’t really ignore the request. 
 
    “How far is the cave and how long ago did you leave him alone?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Around thirty minutes of running and I left an hour ago.” 
 
    That felt really lucky to Asterios. “Lead the way, we better start running already.” He nodded at the man and looked at Miria. 
 
    ~I don’t like him, Master. There’s no smell of blood on his clothes.~ 
 
    ~Me neither, but there’s always a chance he is just a coward.~ 
 
    ~I’m not taking him on my back.~ 
 
    Thirty minutes of running wasn’t that far so Asterios didn’t force Miria to carry them and they ran the whole way to the cave. Miria kept her eyes on the youth all the time and Asterios could feel her distrust towards him. Nothing surprising, it really felt weird. They soon saw the entrance and arrived at their destination without any issues.  
 
    “There! Let’s go inside,” the man urged them. 
 
    The cave looked quite plain, nothing special could be said about it. There definitely were claw marks visible here and there, announcing the presence of some kind of beasts, most likely the aforementioned wolves. Asterios and Miria nodded to each other mentally and followed the man into the opening. 
 
    “He should be just ahead!” the youth shouted and broke into a run again with a much higher speed than before.  
 
    They saw him take a corner and tried to quickly follow the man, but when they arrived at the curve, there was no trace of him. Asterios and Miria took a few steps more before the latter abruptly stopped and started sniffing the air. 
 
    ~Behind us!~ 
 
    They both turned around and saw some kind of a camouflage skill or spell wearing off near the wall and their guide beginning to run back towards the entrance. Miria instantly jumped forward, but Asterios noticed a line of red symbols above their heads and ordered her to get back. 
 
    Fortunately, Miria reacted in time, and the sudden explosions that enveloped the tunnel didn’t hurt her. She stepped back and covered Asterios with her big body as debris and waves of dust shot towards him. In a few seconds, the insides went completely dark and they got cut off. Asterios coughed and waved the stone powder away. 
 
    ~Master, are you okay?~ Miria leaned her body onto his so that Asterios didn’t stumble over something in the darkness. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Cough. You?” 
 
    ~All good. I knew something was off with him! But why?~ 
 
    “Most likely bandits. His friends might have already checked our camp after we left.” 
 
    ~Hmph. If they thought that something like this would kill us then they are idiots.~ 
 
    “They most likely didn’t. They will just wait outside for a few days so we die out of starvation or get swarmed by wolves if this really is their den. That explosion wasn’t exactly quiet. Then, they will just make their way through the stones and steal whatever we have on—” 
 
    “Oiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii! You punk! You still alive there?”  
 
    A voice of a man, muffled by the obstruction between them and its owner, barely reached their ears. But, it wasn’t the man who led them here. Miria recognized it instantly. 
 
    ~This guy! Master, it’s the examiner we fought!~ 
 
    Asterios sighed. “Yeah, seems like it.” 
 
    “You are either dead or not answering. Anyway, that will teach you to not fuck with me in front of my girl! I’ve heard that you love them beasts lots so this should be a fitting grave for ya, surrounded by dogs and bitches, hahaha!” 
 
    His laugh grew quieter and soon disappeared. On the other side, the man faking his request approached the examiner. 
 
    "Boss, you sure that will be enough? We only slapped a few explosion runes there hastily." 
 
    The leader slammed the man's back a few times. "Don'tcha worry. As far as hunters have reported, this should be quite a big den. That cat might be something, but they are just two against who knows how many. And if we are lucky, maybe the mentioned alpha is also home. Now, let's go back before someone sees us. That damned panther... they went so fucking fast they had time to even set up a camp already while our horses barely just arrived recently while we left literally after them... Well, thanks to that, we were able to deal with them without getting into a fight. Would have been troublesome if he managed to use more of his tricks." The leader kept ranting about the Summoner and the group left the area. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios was wondering why the guy didn’t approach them before after Ellie warned them about him and the answer was because of this. Surely, she wouldn’t suspect him if Asterios disappeared while on a quest, which the man most likely didn’t take but just followed them here. 
 
    He shook his head to clear his mind. Thinking about this could wait. 
 
    “Miria, can you see anything?” 
 
    ~Almost crystal clear. My kind has great darkvision, almost the best of all beastfolk. Only Owlkin are better.~ 
 
    “Can you dig us out?” 
 
    She walked closer to the rubble with him in tow, making sure he didn’t trip, and examined it with her paws. 
 
    ~No matter in which form, this could take hours. I’m not sure how much of it is there.~ 
 
    “And we could get attacked at any moment. Hmmm… I don’t have much I can help with currently. I guess there’s only one way to go. You can transform if you want.” 
 
    Miria naturally followed his suggestion and soon stood by Ast’s side in her humanoid form. Even though there was no light in the cave, he could notice her slightly gleaming eyes in the dark, which appeared close to his face. 
 
    “Should I bring out the torches?” she asked. 
 
    “No need. This is a great opportunity to test something out. Give me a moment.” 
 
    She observed as Asterios, even without any vision, sat down, cleared a bit of the floor from the debris, and brought out a bunch of crystals from his pouch. He bit on each one and licked them to verify their structure, and chose a few ones required for what he was going to do. 
 
    Next, he drew a perfect circle with some runes on the floor, also without being able to see it. Asterios set the prepared stones in five places in the circuit and placed his hand in the middle of it, reaching with the other one into the air. 
 
    “Could you let me touch you?” he asked, trying to pinpoint her in the darkness. 
 
    Miria, seeing Ast’s hand pretty much near her face, leaned her cheek into it, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to see her blushing anyway. She smiled happily, feeling his warm hand gently sliding over it. 
 
    A slight reddish glow emanated from the magic circle and they watched as a bolt of energy darted from it, through Ast’s body, into Miria’s face. She saw him close his eyes and felt some weird connection appear between them.  
 
    Miria gasped involuntarily after Asterios opened his eyes again. They were glowing red, like during the day they had met, but also his pupils turned into vertical ones, pretty much the same as hers. He brushed her cheek while smiling and stood up, looking all around. 
 
    “So, that’s how you see things, huh. Pretty cool.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Miria was still intently following Ast’s gaze. Shivers ran down her spine when they locked their eyes again. Asterios furrowed his brows seeing her just stand there, frozen, with her mouth open. 
 
    “You okay? Did that make you feel weird?” 
 
    “No! I’m fine! It’s nothing! Hahaha.” 
 
    In fact, she wasn’t fine, but she could never just straight up tell him that his eyes were so charming that she just wanted to lose herself in them. In all her life, Miria had seen a myriad of beastfolk’s eyes in various colors and shapes, but none came even close to how beautiful Ast’s ones were. The crimson glow emanated an aura of power and ferocity, and at the same time, she felt like they radiated pure kindness, which lured the observer into the owner’s embrace invitingly.  
 
    “Nyaaaan?!” 
 
    Asterios suddenly brushing away a lock of hair from the side of her face surprised Miria so much that she jumped back while releasing a cute scream. He raised a brow at her. As much as she was getting embarrassed in the past, Miria never got so absent-minded. 
 
    “Maybe we should switch to torches in the end.” 
 
    “NO!” Miria shouted. “Let’s go like this! I was just thinking about something! Come, Master, we need to get out of here and kick that idiot’s ass!” She shook her head to calm down, turned around, and started quickly walking away, further into the cave. 
 
    Asterios followed the weirdly behaving girl. Her tail kept dancing around like crazy, making him think that she was not telling him something, but all he could get through their link was that she felt somehow excited and fascinated. He didn’t notice anything different after checking his clothes and body so he decided to leave it for now. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they began hearing some low growling from ahead. Three wolves of a normal size appeared in front of them. The cave was quite wide, something around five or six meters in diameter, so the beasts quickly positioned themselves around the duo. Asterios brought out a dagger from his sheath and stepped closer to Miria. 
 
    “Leave it to me, Master. I won’t let them give you even a scratch!” 
 
    Saying that, she took out her shortswords and prepared a defensive stance. Asterios was a Summoner, mostly a support type role, so she had to prioritize his safety in a three-versus-two situation. The wolves didn’t attack immediately. They circled around their prey, looking for an opportunity to strike. 
 
    They finally grew bored and two of them jumped at the duo from the front and back at the same time. Miria lowered her posture and applied a medium level of Physical Strengthening to her legs. She appeared in front of one of the wolves in one step and easily sliced its head off with an upwards slash. 
 
    Asterios managed to dodge the second one by evading to the side, but he was too slow to strike back before it landed. Keeping an eye on the third one, he just kept avoiding his opponent’s bites until he sensed Miria coming from behind him. They didn’t need words to communicate and Asterios leaned forward, allowing her to roll over his back and stab the surprised wolf in the head with a spin, pinning it to the ground. 
 
    Crouching above the dead beast with one sword shoved into the floor, a stream of images of another one heading straight for her neck from behind flashed in Miria’s mind and she moved her other blade to the back under her armpit, piercing the heart of the third wolf without even moving her eyes. 
 
    A slow clapping soon followed and she pulled the swords out of the wolves, looking up at the smiling Asterios. 
 
    “Amazing. You really are something.” 
 
    She stood up and shyly lowered her gaze. Her tail was dancing happily from the praise. 
 
    “It was nothing. Just some wolves. Was that weird image Master’s doing? I felt like I saw the last one from outside of my body.” Miria kept stealing glances of his crimson eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I deepened our link for a moment and sent you part of my perspective. From the way you handled the wolf, I guess it worked fine?” 
 
    Miria nodded enthusiastically. “It was awesome! I can’t imagine how it would feel to completely join our senses when just receiving a few pictures from Master gives such an advantage!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled seeing her vigorous response. “I’m curious too. Maybe one day we will reach that level. This was just a one-sided warning.” 
 
    “Ehehe, maybe one day.” Miria giggled, trying her hardest to not stare straight into Ast’s eyes. 
 
    She definitely didn’t want to try widening their connection right now. There was too much happening in her head and she would definitely swarm Ast’s mind with weird thoughts. That was too embarrassing. 
 
    Since they were still in the middle of the wolves' den, Asterios suggested to Miria to try and bring the dead ones back with her so they could skin them later. Fortunately, it worked and she passed through the portal without a problem. After dealing with the bodies, they resumed their exploration. 
 
    They didn’t find anything special for the two hours that they had walked through the tunnels. A few wolves here and there weren’t a problem for the duo. Miria easily got rid of any assailants with Ast’s support. He didn’t even have to use any additional spells; he just kept sending her flashes of his vision from time to time so that she could get used to them slowly. 
 
    The good thing was that they had already met the quota of wolves they needed for their task so only a few pieces of Moontail Grass were left, besides of course getting out of the cave. Just as they were losing the hope of finding another exit from this cave system, Miria’s nose led them to a bigger clearing with a hole in the ceiling, through which the sun was shining down into it. 
 
    “Finally some light! And we should be able to get out from here.” Miria spun around. 
 
    Asterios canceled his vision technique, making her a little bit dejected that she couldn’t adore his crimson gaze anymore, but he nodded at something behind her, bringing her back from her thoughts. 
 
    “We might need to deal with that first.” 
 
    In the middle of the chamber, there was a spot where a patch of grass had grown thanks to the sun coming through the hole above. Lying there, was a slightly bigger wolf than the ones they had met before. It had a dark red fur, decorated with many scars. It just started bringing itself up from its nap. Soon after, it howled loudly and turned its gaze onto the uninvited guests. 
 
    “If this is what Ellie spoke about, then this is not an alpha… that's a Bloodfang…” Asterios announced. 
 
    Miria sensed his distress and unsheathed her swords, taking position in front of Asterios. Many grey-furred wolves started coming out of the tunnels all around them. The situation wasn’t looking good with just the numbers alone and she was sure that the big wolf had more to it than just a different color of fur. This would be a tough fight, but she would do everything in her power to protect her master. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
Bloodfang 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios observed the main threat that they would be facing. It was no normal wolf but a magical beast sometimes found in his realm. Bloodfangs weren’t that powerful entities, but they were much more dangerous than your typical canines. Its size was smaller than Miria’s panther form, somewhere around three-fourths of her body. He recalled what he knew about them and placed his hand on Miria’s shoulder. 
 
    “We need to get rid of the red one as soon as possible. I’d rather have us run, but it’s not like we have a sure way to escape,” he spoke, without moving his gaze from the crimson beast. 
 
    “Leave it to me, Master. I’ll take it down before the normal ones even react!” She prepared herself to jump forward, but Asterios gripped her shoulder tighter. 
 
    “Don’t make rash decisions. Bloodfangs are vicious and dangerous. Focus on dodging and defending. Do not let it draw your blood at any cost. It can use most of its powers only after tasting the blood of its prey. And do whatever you can to avoid its bites. Bloodfang’s saliva is highly toxic and will paralyze you in an instant and that would be the end of us.” 
 
    Miria listened attentively to her master’s briefing, making sure that she didn’t miss any detail since it was the first time she encountered this beast. She already started enveloping her blades with thin layers of mana and laid some strengthening boosts in all her limbs for future use, specifically in her legs. 
 
    Asterios brought out a dagger and quickly covered it with a poison extracted from the fang of a Coiling Marl Serpent. If it was to make contact with blood, a violent reaction would occur, rupturing most of the target’s blood vessels and quickly spreading itself through their body, causing excruciating pain. It was his most potent poison he had been immensely lucky to gather when Asterios stumbled on a dying serpent in the past. But, there was no room for hesitation. 
 
    “I’ll grab the attention of the normal wolves. You focus on the main one,” he said to Miria. 
 
    She turned her head to him. “But, if we split, I won’t be able to protect you.” 
 
    “We won’t get anywhere without getting rid of the Bloodfang. I can handle a few dogs, I’m tougher than I look. And, be careful.” 
 
    He patted her head and brushed through her hair with his fingers before jumping to the side, breaking into a run. Miria, slightly hesitant, decided to follow Ast’s plan and redirected all her focus onto her designated target. She wanted to kill the beast before Asterios suffered any injuries. 
 
    As Asterios hoped, most of the wolves followed him, leaving only a few around Miria. They sensed which opponent seemed clearly weaker and focused on him. He saw his partner dash forward and clash with the Bloodfang. 
 
    Bring it on! Asterios readied himself in response to the increasing growling surrounding him. Soon, the wolves started their assault. Knowing that he had no one to protect his back now, Asterios parried the bite of one of the assailants, leaving a cut on the side of its head, and moved closer to a wall while avoiding strikes from the other enemies. 
 
    He managed to reach it somehow, shooting a quick red flare through the opening in the ceiling along the way. Now, it was much easier to hold on, having to focus only on the front and the sides. Two wolves he had wounded on his way were lying on the ground and yelping in pain. The poison was truly horrendous. 
 
    But, even with those two advantages, he still was facing around fifteen of those wild animals. Fortunately, his body was in a good condition so he was able to avoid most of the multiple attacks, with only one in five leaving a scratch or cut on his skin. Unfortunately, he still had trouble striking back at the agile wolves. 
 
    Asterios took a chance to shove his hand into one of his pouches during a small break in between the wolves’ attacks and pulled out a purple crystal sigil of the size of a coin. He squeezed it within his left hand and filled it with mana, readying the item for activation.  
 
    The next time three wolves tried attacking together, he quickly slammed his left fist into the ground, and with some crackling, purple lightning shot out from the point of impact, passing through the beasts and paralyzing them for a short moment. That moment was enough for Asterios to swiftly leave a few cuts on their bodies before their friends joined the fray. 
 
    He opened his palm and black dust poured out of it, the sign of a used-up Lightning Wave spell sigil. Asterios shook his hand, trying to get rid of the numbing feeling that followed the use of those items. He had a few more on him, but his body would wear down faster than his stock if he kept overusing the crystals. 
 
    While Asterios was having his battle near one of the walls, Miria was engaged with the Bloodfang. She easily cut down all wolves on her path to it with her enhanced blades and lunged straight for the head of the big one. It surprised her with its agility, dodging the blow barely in time. 
 
    The creature answered with a lunge of its own, making a powerful swing with its claws. Miria blocked the attempt, but it pushed her a bit back. Its strength and agility were quite competitive even with her own being really high. She focused on parrying its next attacks, not giving the beast a chance to even scratch her. 
 
    Two wolves suddenly jumped at her from the sides while the Bloodfang was preparing a bite. She made her move first, closing the distance between her and it. Kicking the head of the beast from above, she used it to propel herself into the air, evading the two wolves aiming for her legs.  
 
    When she was above them, Miria spun around and cleanly cut their heads off, landing in the middle of a bloody pool. The beasts’ bodies soon followed, hitting the ground with a thud. She shook her head to get rid of the crimson liquid that splashed her face and gazed intently at the growling leader. 
 
    Miria set both of her blades behind her waist and put more weight onto her legs while leaning forward. The wolf was too much to rely only on Physical Strengthening and Mana Coating so she started preparing a technique that would definitely result in at least a deep wound. She filled all of her limbs with mana, but before she could launch herself at it again, a jolt of electricity ran through her spine. Miria’s ears twitched and she instantly glanced to where Asterios was. 
 
    Master! She saw one of the wolves biting into his pelvis while he fought off another one. It wasn’t enough to down Asterios as he stabbed the assailant soon after, making it fall and begin whimpering. He locked gazes with Miria for a moment. 
 
    ~Watch out!~ A mental shout came from him. 
 
    The Bloodfang wasn’t going to waste the precious chance of its enemy losing focus and tried to sink its fangs into Miria’s torso. She barely dodged it by a hair’s breadth, using the physical enhancements prepared earlier, but unfortunately, the scarlet wolf spun horizontally and slashed its claws over her stomach, leaving six shallow cuts on it. 
 
    And that was enough for it. As Asterios told her before, the big wolf licked its paws, and suddenly, its eyes started glowing red. All the scarlet fur began standing up like thousands of little needles and a crimson mist-like aura surrounded its body. The Bloodfang howled loudly, releasing a lot of ferocious killing intent. 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched again and she instantly jumped to the side. A fraction of a second later, three wide red lances hit the ground where she had been just a moment ago. She understood that it was the wolf’s ability; some kind of a blood spear. Many more soon followed and she had to keep dodging from side to side as the crimson spikes rained down at her each time the beast howled. 
 
    She closed the distance between them while avoiding getting impaled and slashed her shortswords at the enemy. The Bloodfang sidestepped much faster than before and Miria could see it making two insanely quick jumps to appear behind her, only thanks to her keen senses. If she was a human, she would have thought that it teleported. 
 
    The wolf made another slash, this time on her back, causing more wounds on her body. Miria parried the incoming bite with a lot of effort. It wasn’t looking good. She could barely scratch her enemy in this state and the more time she took, the bigger the chance that Asterios would finally tire down and start receiving more wounds. 
 
    Slightly lost in her thoughts again, she almost didn’t notice her opponent taking a weird lowered stance. She braced herself for an upcoming dash or lunge. But, what happened, had completely surprised her. Tens of crimson spikes surged from the ground, creating a quickly approaching path of death. Miria dodged the first wave and another one soon came at her. She somehow parried a few lances with her left blade and cut down some more with her right one. 
 
    The Bloodfang suddenly appeared by her side while she was still dealing with the blood spears. She managed to make a somersault backward to avoid getting bitten, but after landing, she got hit by its body slam. 
 
    “Guuhh!” 
 
    It sent her a few meters back, making Miria roll over the ground. She shoved one of her blades into the stone pavement and stopped herself. The wolf was already near and she wasn’t able to react in time. It sank its teeth into her calf, violently turned around, and sent Miria into the air. She didn’t let go of her weapons. Fighting against the pain, she somehow landed properly, stumbling a little. 
 
    No… I need to put my all into the next strike, before its poi— 
 
    She started berating herself in her mind, but before she was able to finish her thought, Miria watched her perspective change as if she was falling to the back. 
 
    Eh?! 
 
    All she could do was stare in disbelief at the slowly approaching Bloodfang, with her head lying on the side, exactly towards it. She instantly lost all feeling in her body. She couldn’t even move her eyes. Nothing. Her body was gone completely.  
 
    She failed. There was no way Asterios could either defeat this foe alone or somehow escape with her in his arms. He would most likely not be able to run away even if he left her here anyway. He did his best to make this fight as easy as he could for her, endangering himself in the process, but she still failed. If she had any control over her lifeless body, tears would most likely be flowing down her face, but even that wasn’t possible now. Only pain, guilt, and anxiety in her heart were left out of all things she could feel. 
 
    She didn’t even have enough courage to apologize to Asterios through their connection. She couldn’t protect him literally on their first quest. This wouldn't have happened if she didn't lose her focus twice and pushed herself to her limits from the start. She should have trusted him more as he trusted her. 
 
    While Miria was descending into depressive thoughts deeper and deeper, a ball-shaped object flew above her body and landed in front of the Bloodfang. Soon after, it exploded with an enormously loud bang. She couldn’t feel anything, but just watching the wolves literally drop to the ground and roll around to cover their ears was a clear representation of the weird thing’s effect. She noticed an intense ringing in her ears, but without any pain accompanying it. 
 
    A moment later, someone's foot appeared in front of her lying face and her body was brought up to a sitting position. She found herself looking at Ast’s worried face after he supported her head with his hand. His lips were moving but she couldn’t hear any sounds yet. 
 
    Asterios brought up a vial with one of the best antidotes he had on him and carefully poured its contents into Miria’s mouth, hoping that it would be enough for a Bloodfang’s poison. Unfortunately, it had troubles going down her unresponsive throat. 
 
    Miria watched as he drank the potion himself and started leaning closer to her face. If not for the situation they were in, she would be blushing furiously, but even her eyes couldn’t widen due to the strong paralysis. Their lips soon connected and Asterios pushed the medicine through the tunnel by force. She really wanted at least her sensations to be back so that she could feel this most likely last kiss of her life. Which didn't happen that long after the first one. 
 
    Asterios suddenly leaned a bit forward, pushing her onto the ground again, and Miria saw a wolf behind him biting on his arm, which was the one holding Ast’s knife. He grimaced from the pain but didn’t give up. She stared at the amazing spectacle of Asterios throwing the dagger into the air, catching it with his teeth, and shoving the blade into the wolf’s eye while he still held her with his other hand. 
 
    After that move, he rolled them to the side and picked Miria up, starting to run. A few normal wolves had already recovered and she also was starting to regain her hearing. Asterios managed to bring her close to a wall, receiving some minor cuts and bites along the way from the still dazed wolves. He placed Miria against it and smiled at her while patting her head. 
 
    “You better recover quickly. I need you.” 
 
    His expression then turned serious and Asterios picked up her shortswords which he brought with him from the place where she had been lying previously. He turned around and took a decent defensive position. He was no warrior, but he knew how to handle a sword to some extent. A battle against time began. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
Out of Time 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria watched as Asterios desperately tried his best to fend off the ferocious attacks of the remaining wolves, which slowly began getting up after the use of his concussion bomb. He was doing much better with her blades than she expected him to, parrying a lot of paw slashes and bites while sometimes even managing to wound the beasts back.  
 
    But, those were just blades in his hands, nothing else. The surface wasn’t covered in a strong poison, neither it was sharpened with mana. The cuts he left on his opponents' bodies weren’t deep enough to down them and Asterios knew that perfectly. He was playing for time, waiting for Miria to recover from the paralysis. It was the only way they still could have a chance of overcoming their current predicament. 
 
    Miria observed his struggle anxiously. She cursed herself for her own weakness and inability every time Asterios got injured by the wolves. If she had just trusted him as he trusted her, she wouldn’t have made that stupid mistake to look back at him at that moment and everything would have followed a different path. She convinced herself more and more that it was purely her fault. She let him down. 
 
    Miria lied behind Asterios, staring at his back and trying her best to move her muscles as much as she could to speed up the spreading of the antidote. She regained a bit of feeling and could move her eyes and mouth now. Three minutes had passed since he administered the medicine. The wounds on his body were only increasing. She began formulating a plan on how to save him. 
 
    ~Master, if you have more of those loud things, you should give one to me. I’ll detonate it when they get close after you ru—~ 
 
    ~Don’t you even dare!~ 
 
    A reply came before she could finish her message. Miria could feel the strong emotions behind it. 
 
    ~But, Master…~ 
 
    ~I’m not letting another girl sacrifice herself for my pathetic life! You won't be able to escape back to your realm in time! We either win together or die together!~ 
 
    Asterios angrily slashed at one of the attacking wolves and beheaded it with a strong blow. He then glanced back at Miria and sent her a stern glare. She didn’t feel any annoyance or ire towards herself in it, no, it was all directed at his opponents, just showing Ast’s determination. She felt both happy and guilty at the same time. 
 
    The Bloodfang finally regained all its senses after getting hit by the shockwave from almost point-blank and howled loudly, announcing its annoyance. It stretched its legs to the sides and summoned a lot more of the crimson mist, turning it into three sizable blood spears. It launched them at Asterios. 
 
    He managed to dodge the first two in time, making them only graze his chest and back when he spun around, but the last lance was heading straight at him when he finished the previous maneuver. Not having any other options, Asterios crossed the shortswords in front of him and supplied his arms with mana, which wouldn’t help much in terms of strengthening, but weaving pure energy through the muscles lowered the pain and allowed him to muster up a bit more power. 
 
    The merciless projectile hit his guard like a flying log. He altered its trajectory just enough for it to slide by his neck, but the force of the impact sent him flying into the wall behind him and he crashed into the stone above Miria’s position, falling down onto her legs, dropping the swords. Miria recovered to the point where she could barely extend her trembling hand to grasp his wrist. 
 
    “Mas... ter…” She tried her best to show a smile. 
 
    Asterios raised himself up, locked his eyes with hers, and brushed through Miria’s hair with a smile of his own. She could feel the warmth of his hand and smile even in her current state. It was painful. Asterios took a deep breath and his expression turned serious again. 
 
    “Looks like we ran out of time, huh.”  
 
    He looked at the slowly approaching wolves. Just six of them were left, excluding the Bloodfang. 
 
    “Thank… you… it was… fun…” 
 
    He glanced back at her. “Fun… I guess it was.” Asterios gave their opponents one more look and turned back to Miria, visibly hesitant about something. “Since the fun part is now over, I guess it’s time to get serious.”  
 
    Asterios had hoped that what he was going to try would be enough. He didn't practice a lot after the weird event with the bear, but he knew he now was able to achieve more than his past, weak self. 
 
    Miria furrowed her brows, sure that he had already turned serious long ago. It was not possible that he wasn’t trying his best to buy time for her to fight the Bloodfang and then for her to recover, so she wondered what he meant.  
 
    Asterios rummaged through one of his pouches and brought out a round vial with some black liquid. He stirred it a bit and glanced at her again. 
 
    “Hold your breath for thirty seconds.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, he uncorked the small bottle and splashed its contents in the front of them, creating an arched line from one side of the wall to the other, and then threw the container at the Bloodfang. The wolves started yelping instantly while trying to cover their snouts. Even their leader, in front of which the vial had shattered, was pushed back. The smell was truly awful. 
 
    He then turned to Miria and shoved his coat to the side, grabbing his vest and shirt and also hastily getting rid of them. Miria was confused. She didn’t know what to think as she stared at his muscular torso.  
 
    Before her thoughts wandered too far off the rails, she saw Asterios bring out the ornamental knife he had used during their contracting ritual. He clenched his left fist and his teeth, and started literally carving some kind of a magic circle on his skin, just above his heart. He had to stop a few times to shake off the pain while groaning. 
 
    He kept glancing back to check on the wolves and finished hurting himself after a minute of cutting his own skin. A quite complex circular array was now visible on its surface. Trails of blood ran down his chest. He dropped the knife and moved closer to Miria, kneeling by her side. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    Asterios wrapped his right arm around Miria’s back and supported her to lean onto his chest. It was warm. She still couldn’t move her head so she could only stare at his chiseled body as her face was pointing a bit downwards. He then gently opened her mouth with his right hand and brought his forearm closer to it. 
 
    “Drink it.” 
 
    He didn’t have to explain what; it was clear after Asterios pushed his arm against Miria’s sharp top canines, which sank into his flesh. He grimaced a little but didn’t hesitate even for a moment.  
 
    Two trails of blood soon ran down into her mouth and he lifted Miria’s chin so that they could travel to her throat. Her confusion was growing with each action Asterios took, but she listened to his request and gulped as much of the hot scarlet liquid as she could with her current control over her muscles. 
 
    Satisfied with the amount, Asterios took his arm back and ruffled through her hair with a wry smile. 
 
    “Try not to tear my body into shreds, okay?” 
 
    He patted Miria’s head a few more times, leaned her against the wall, and backed off a bit. She had no idea what he meant by that. She wasn’t able to lift an arm so how was she supposed to even scratch him? 
 
    Asterios pulled out another crystal, but a dark crimson one this time. None of the previous ones looked this ominous. It was of the size of his thumb and had the shape of a rhomb or a long diamond. He squeezed the gem in his right hand and sighed heavily.  
 
    What he did next, took Miria completely by surprise, and her eyes widened in shock. Asterios drove the crystal into his chest, piercing his flesh exactly in the middle of the carved magic circle. He instantly groaned in pain, directing his head to the ceiling. Veins started bulging out over his whole body and his eyes went almost completely bloodshot, with his pupils turning red again. This time, his hair turned white too. 
 
    Miria began feeling some kind of a pulling force in her mind as she watched the screaming Asterios try to fight over the pain from the weird effect of the crystal or the circle; she wasn’t sure. He soon shook his head, picked up both of her shortswords, and began walking towards the wolves. 
 
    After he took three steps, Miria’s vision swirled and everything blurred into black. A moment later, she was looking at the still yelping wolves from quite a higher perspective than her lying body could assume. She suddenly noticed an immense wave of scorching hot energy coursing through her body.  
 
    No. It wasn’t her body. When Miria tried looking at her arms, her head and hands moved according to her wishes and she saw Ast’s posture in front of her eyes. She quickly glanced back and saw herself lying against the wall. 
 
    “Go... get them…” 
 
    She heard her own voice come out of her body’s mouth. Looking at her, or rather his hands again, and seeing the weapons in them, she concluded that they somehow switched bodies. It must have been thanks to that weird crystal and magical circle. She could see the gem sticking out of Ast’s chest when she looked down. Miria closed her eyes and focused her senses on examining her new body. 
 
    The sheer potency of the mana inside Ast’s source shocked her. The blazing energy that emanated from his spiritual circuits was truly immense. She felt like she could crush boulders with just her fists. Miria wondered why Asterios had so many issues in the past if his potential and mana were this unbelievable, but now wasn’t the time to theorize. 
 
    Miria focused her mind on taming the turbulent energy and checked if she could use any of her abilities or techniques in Ast’s body. Somehow, it looked like she could as she felt the Physical Strengthening activating. The effectiveness of it surprised her. Miria’s temporary body suddenly felt as light as a feather, similar to the day when they had used Haste sigil. 
 
    Next, she tried coating her blades with mana, and again, the result completely shattered her expectations. The air started shimmering around the weapons’ edges, but it extended far further than just over the physical blades. The shortswords now became longswords with invisible extensions. It could be noticed only from the blurry air extending from the tips of both swords. 
 
    She brought one to her face and examined the technique. The created coating was much sharper than what she ever managed to achieve on her own. One of the remaining wolves lunged at her from behind, bringing Miria out of her amazement. She made a backflip to avoid the attack and slashed at the beast from above with a spin, landing gracefully on the ground. 
 
    “Eh?!” 
 
    The wolf had been split in a clean half. But not only the wolf. The stone floor also had a considerably long and deep cut in the spot where she had sliced the beast. Miria stared wide-eyed at the crevice made by the invisible extension of her blade, which passed through the stone like it was butter. 
 
    I can win with this… No, I will win with this! 
 
    She regained her determination and took a step towards another wolf that was just lifting itself up. But rather than dashing or leaping to it, she appeared by its side with a loud boom from how fast she moved thanks to the strengthened muscles. She sliced through both the wolf and the floor like they weren’t even material and instantly closed the distance to another enemy. 
 
    In a few seconds, she cut up almost all of the wild beasts into pieces, not giving them a chance to even react in time. A loud thump accompanied each of her jumps.  
 
    A javelin of blood suddenly flew at her face so she positioned one of the blades in front of it and split the lance in two as it hit the edge, without moving even a little. Miria glared at the Bloodfang. 
 
    “Wait for your turn.” 
 
    It was weird to hear Ast’s voice when she tried to speak. Nevertheless, she finished the last normal wolf and launched herself at the leader. She didn’t know how much time she had in Asterios’ body so she wanted to end this quickly. 
 
    The Bloodfang sent a wave of blood spikes surging from the ground at her, but Miria decimated them with a single cut which sent a surge of force towards the enemy. The beast dodged it barely in time and it hit the wall with a loud explosion. She didn’t waste any time and lunged towards the last remaining target. 
 
    Blood spikes began raining at her from above, but she dodged all of them with fluid steps and reached the wolf in a flash. They got entangled in a fierce bout. This time, the beast was the one being pushed back with each of her attacks. Just by barely grazing its fur, Miria was able to inflict deep cuts into its body. The Bloodfang had to focus on dodging and counter-attacking. 
 
    Not like those attempts could reach Miria with her current speed. She danced around the wolf, appearing and disappearing at different angles. Even with that, the Bloodfang was able to avoid fatal wounds. Its demise appeared clear to it though. 
 
    It knew it didn’t have a chance to run so the proud beast gathered all of its remaining energy and prepared to release the strongest ability. Miria could sense the mana condensing in its body and gathered her own in the legs. Soon, the scarlet wolf howled fiercely and gigantic spikes shot from the ground all around it in circles. 
 
    Miria pushed herself off the stone pavement so strongly that it cracked and she flew into the air, avoiding the giant and sharp tips with a flip. She landed on the ceiling in a crouching position, also shattering the surface. Something was telling her that she could use one of the abilities she had never managed to succeed in completely performing and she circulated Ast’s mana all around his body, crossing the swords in front of her with a determined gaze. 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 
 
    She tensed her muscles and pushed herself off the ceiling, smashing it into bits, and started spinning while flying straight at the Bloodfang. The rotations got so fast that she created a small cyclone as powerful as a high-level Wind Lance spell cast by an advanced magician. 
 
    Surrounded by the sharp pillars of crystallized blood, the beast had nowhere to run so it tried to block the assault with one more summoned obstacle. Miria drilled through it with ease and crashed into her opponent, causing a powerful explosion. Clouds of dust arose from the impact and covered the whole cave. 
 
    The obstruction soon fell down and revealed Miria with both swords stuck deep in the stone floor in the middle of a bloody puddle. To her left and right, front and back of the torn-into-two Bloodfang were lying lifelessly. Tens of cuts of various sizes were visible on the ground for around three meters from the center of the impact and most of the crystalized spikes were shattered into pieces.  
 
    Miria canceled her Mana Coating and, out of habit, tried sheathing her blades behind her rear, but she remembered that this was not her body and there were no scabbards there. She looked down at Ast’s chest with the crystal and pondered if the power she had exerted was his or hers. The abilities were definitely her doing, but she never could perform them at such a high level. She made a mental note to herself to talk with Asterios more about it, and more about everything now, and turned around to head back to her own body with Ast's consciousness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
The Source 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Making sure that there were no more wolves left in the area, Miria headed towards Asterios, who was in her body. Seeing her approach, he started lifting himself up with the help of the wall behind him. It looked like the paralysis that held her body down was finally giving up, but Asterios still stumbled during the motion and began falling forward. 
 
    Miria kicked off the ground and appeared in front of him in a flash, catching Asterios in her body before he fell. It was an unimaginably weird and confusing feeling. She, now in his body, was holding him, now in her body, in her arms, against her, which was Ast’s, chest. Too much confusion on who was who was making her brain dizzy. 
 
    One thing was sure. No matter who was who at that moment, seeing her own body leaning against Ast’s naked chest had the same effect on her as usual. Or rather, it was even stronger since right now, she could clearly see herself getting hugged by him and she could feel her own soft breasts squishing against Ast’s chest, which was now hers for the time being.  
 
    That made her extremely conscious of her own body since she was now seeing it how Asterios usually did. He raised his head, which was hers, and was lying on her shoulder, which was his, and looked at Miria. He soon giggled in her voice. 
 
    “So, that’s how I would look if I blushed, huh?” Asterios spoke as her. 
 
    Miria’s eyes widened and she averted her gaze. She was making the usually collected Ast’s body blush. Could this situation get even weirder? It actually could as she started experiencing an unknown to her warmth below her waist. He giggled again and hit her chest, which was his, a few times with his fist, which was hers. 
 
    “Hahaha, oh, come on! You are getting me hard by looking at yourself, hahaha,” he laughed from her body cutely. 
 
    Miria shivered, understanding now what exactly was the source of the warm feeling down there. She was really embarrassed. She didn’t expect Ast’s body to react so accordingly to her thoughts and mood, almost the same as it would happen with her own body, but naturally in an adequate physical way. She wanted to run or apologize, but she knew he wouldn’t like it. 
 
    And then, the crystal in Ast’s chest suddenly cracked a bit. The fractures quickly grew over the whole gem and it shattered into tiny particles. She felt the familiar pulling feeling in her mind and the swirling blur happened again. They found themselves back in their respective bodies, dropping to their knees during the short interval when there was no control over them. 
 
    “Ow, ow, ow, fuck!” Asterios cried out in pain after his mind returned to the proper home. 
 
    “Master?!” Miria shouted concernedly. She didn’t feel that much pain when she was him. 
 
    “I’m fine. This much had to be expected with what I did. But, I can tell that you didn’t spare my body. Ouch…” 
 
    “I… I didn’t do anything serious! Everything felt great! Even your scorching hot energy! I could do things I would have never been able to do with my own body!” She desperately tried to explain her experience to him. 
 
    “That’s… interesting. But the first part was because I blocked off most of my body’s pain receptors before we switched. If I didn’t, you would have a hard time controlling a body that’s much weaker than yours. I had to somehow make it adequate for you.” 
 
    “That’s why you told me not to tear your body apart... and I almost did it! If I exerted a bit more power it could have ended badly!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Yeah, but nothing could have been worse than dying to them, right? That’s why I used the Limit Breaker too.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “Limit Breaker?” 
 
    He pointed at the hole in his chest. “That crystal. It kind of erases the restraints your brain puts on your body so it won’t hurt itself. It’s not something commonly used and I think you can guess why.” 
 
    “A lot of pain?” 
 
    “Yep. Fuck… Argh… Hooooooh… But, you made it. Without completely breaking my body. That requires a lot of control. Congratulations. And thank you. You saved me again.” 
 
    He patted her head with a pained smile. Miria hugged him closer a little bit hesitantly. She still felt a bit guilty due to her mistake. Asterios leaned them against the wall again and sighed. They both started slowly drinking a regeneration-boosting potion. Miria noticed his hair and eyes also turning back to black and blue. 
 
    Miria pondered. “So… What did you exactly do, Master?” 
 
    “I skipped a few important steps on the whole master and familiar bonding path and forced you into a quite high-level technique that allows us to switch bodies while preserving both of our characteristics and abilities. I had to use a quite frowned upon way to do that, using that circle on my own chest, but in the end, it worked. Who cares if something is considered taboo magic if you are facing certain death. It’s not like I was going to hurt someone. And well, the Limit Breaker was an additional assurance that you would be able to somehow operate my weak body. Someone as strong as you would definitely find it limiting. Thank gods the whole technique actually worked,” he explained. 
 
    She shook her head. “You are wrong. While I have no doubt that it helped, I’m confident in saying that it would have been almost the same without it. The moment I’ve found myself in your body, I realized how huge the difference between our spiritual energy is. I felt like I had infinite reserves of mana to draw on. All the abilities I’ve used were like a few times stronger at least. This wasn’t the effect of the Limit Breaker. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I certainly felt a similar sensation to the one when we had first met just before we switched, but it’s impossible. I’ve noticed a slight change recently, but nothing as great as what you’ve mentioned…” he stroked his chin while contemplating the information. 
 
    “It is possible! Even your hair and eyes looked like they did back then!” 
 
    Asterios froze for a moment and turned his face to glance at the confident-in-her-words Miria. “What do you mean by like back then? It’s not the first time?” 
 
    Miria shook her head again. “No. Actually, when I arrived in this world, your hair was white and your eyes were crimson red. They turned black and blue after you’ve fallen unconscious. At first, I thought that it was perhaps how humans react to magic or something. But then, when you used that vision technique, your eyes turned red again and they actually had vertical pupils like mine do.” 
 
    Asterios understood now why Miria was acting strange at that time. She must have been surprised by that detail. It was shocking for him to learn about his appearance changing. He had a strong feeling that it was somehow linked to those weird hot outbursts of power in his body. 
 
    “And back to now, after you used that transferring technique, your hair turned white the first time after our meeting. It’s only a guess, but I think that when you exert some amount of your power, they change accordingly. And you definitely were emitting a lot of it. I had a hard time even comprehending the amount of energy in your body. You don’t feel that scorching hot mana all the time?” Miria continued. 
 
    “No, I don’t. Honestly, I only remember a weird feeling just before summoning you. I was a weakling my whole life as you should know. There was some kind of an outburst and I did feel a lot of power back then, but it got drained instantly, perhaps into the summoning process,” he started analyzing the events from the past, recalling sensing something breaking before the energy surged out. “Then, it never happened again. I guess it did just now, but I left my body before it reached its peak, if I get what you are saying correctly.” 
 
    “Definitely. You are much more amazing than you think you are, Master!” she shouted at him with a lot of admiration in her voice. 
 
    “Well, there might be some truth in that I guess. All the skills we have tried in the past, like the Haste sigil, worked quite differently than what I was used to before. I need to investigate this.” 
 
    “Yes! We could grow a lot stronger with that. I’m sure that you know a lot of powerful techniques that you could use on me so that I can do better in protecting you, Master!” He could see her tail dancing meekly, most likely still slightly affected by the poison. 
 
    Asterios sighed, understanding from where she came with that, and moved closer to her. 
 
    “Miria.”  
 
    He pulled her towards himself and leaned over his chest, beginning to stroke through her hair with his fingers. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself for that little mistake. It was literally our first real fight together. It went much better than it could have gone against such an unexpected enemy. Groups of adventurers have issues with it and you did it solo. You did great so stop beating yourself down and be proud of what you did. Got it?” 
 
    Miria’s cheeks got a bit rosy. She didn’t run away from his caring hand but enjoyed the pleasant sensation. She nodded. “Okay… and… I’m sorry…” She snuggled closer to Asterios and relaxed for the first time since they woke up this day. It felt really good to just lean on him and let Asterios pat her head. She pushed it more into his hand, guiding his fingers to her ears. 
 
    Asterios smiled seeing Miria finally release all the tension. She seemed so cute and serene this way. He gladly fulfilled her wishes and scratched behind her adorable ears, making her squirm a little, but the charming smile on her lips told him that she enjoyed every second of it. 
 
    They rested like that for fifteen minutes, until the poison in Miria’s body got completely nullified and she regained her full strength. She still had some visible wounds, but nothing as serious as Asterios, whose chest was all bloody and covered in countless cuts and bites all around his body. 
 
    When she glanced at his face, he looked to be deep in thought. It didn’t stop him from carefully brushing through her hair. Asterios noticed her gaze and smiled at Miria. She blushed and quickly looked away. How could she look straight at him while leaning on his chest? And she was now aware of how it looked from his perspective, making it even more embarrassing. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I guess we’ve recovered enough now. Let me just try something out, okay?” 
 
    Miria got off his chest and sat leaning against the wall again. Asterios moved in front of her with some trouble. He would feel the aftereffects of the stunt they pulled for at least a day or two. Nevertheless, he sat cross-legged in front of Miria and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Let’s see if anything changes.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and joined his hands between his knees, creating a triangle with his fingers. He then proceeded to make a few more weird signs and shapes one after another and finished at the triangle again. After ten seconds, Miria could notice his spiritual energy slowly increase. Soon, Ast’s hair gradually turned white again. 
 
    She watched as a green magical circle sprouted under her body. It was filled with elven runes, but she wasn’t aware of that since there were no elves in her homeland. The structure grew enough to match her size and started glowing intensely. Little motes of green light arose from it and flew upwards. 
 
    It was not only a beautiful sight but Miria also began feeling a warm sensation enveloping her whole body. Her eyes widened after seeing many cuts on her skin disappearing. She instantly understood that Asterios was using some kind of healing technique on her. 
 
    Meanwhile, after Asterios closed his eyes, he dove deep into his mind and recalled one of the medium-tier healing spells that were in the arsenal of Summoners. It was a technique developed by elves and consisted of the master converting their spiritual energy into regenerative one and sharing it with their summon via their connection. The downside of it was that it consumed a great amount of the Summoner’s mana and no one was able to maintain it for long enough to heal more serious injuries. But, if Miria was right, he should have plenty of it. 
 
    Asterios completed every hand sign required for its activation and spread his consciousness throughout his whole body. He searched for that abundant, scorching hot mana he once experienced and Miria described. He noticed some kind of a dormant source in his heart, where the main hub of spiritual circuits was located. 
 
    His spiritual consciousness, which was traveling through his body, approached what looked like a huge blazing orb of swirling crimson flames. It was his first time seeing and feeling that thing. He never noticed it before and he explored his spiritual circuits regularly, at least until the day he summoned Miria. 
 
    It became obvious to him that this weird thing was somehow connected to the feeling of some barrier enveloping his body being broken on the day of Miria’s summoning. He floated closer to the enormous source and placed his imaginary hand on its surface. 
 
    At that moment, his consciousness connected to something that felt like an extension of his own body, his own spiritual circuits, like regaining something that was long lost, but still existed, just waiting, lying asleep. The familiar, fiery mana burst out of it and filled his body, but to a lesser extent and with him having much more control over it. 
 
    Asterios retracted his consciousness and began focusing on fueling the technique with his new mana. He could feel how much of it was being consumed with each second, but it had barely any effect on the vast pool of the hot energy. After thirty more seconds, the skill stopped sucking on his reserves so he concluded that it had finished. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw Miria looking over her body in amazement. He also took a glance and raised his brows. Pretty much all the damage on her skin and fur was reversed. He healed her almost completely and it barely consumed a bit of his previously dormant mana. He still could feel it coursing around his circuits. 
 
    Miria noticed him returning and smiled. “Thank you, Master! This is unbelievable! Ah, and also, your hair and eyes changed when you started doing whatever you did. They are still white and red right now.” 
 
    This confirmed Ast’s suspicions. The change in his appearance took place when he drew on that fiery spiritual energy and it coursed through his body. 
 
    “What about now?” 
 
    He tried clearing his circuits of it, pushing the mana back into the blazing core at his heart. Soon, the hot sensation subsided and he returned to his old self. 
 
    “Wow. It turned back. Did you figure it out, Master?” Miria asked excitedly. 
 
    “Well, at least part of it, I think. There’s still so much I don’t understand or know about this stuff. But, I’m sure it will be helpful. Let’s leave the details for later and get out of this den. Care to help me a bit? I’m still all sore from the Limit Breaker.” 
 
    Miria naturally agreed and lifted Asterios up, supporting him with her own body. Before they left the cave, he taught her about the Bloodfang and she collected valuable resources from its remains under his guidance. They skipped all the other normal wolves since they had plenty of materials already. 
 
    She jumped back to her realm and brought a grappling hook which they used to climb up through the hole in the ceiling, finally getting out of the cave. The sun was still up so they began searching for a good spot to make another camp before they returned to the first one. It would be wise to recover more and prepare again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
A Moonlit Bath 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The area they found themselves in after getting through the hole in the cave’s ceiling was your typical small clearing in the woods. Five meters from the opening, there was nothing but flat grass. The trees started just after that distance, making the forest in which they were currently standing. It wasn’t possible to pinpoint their exact location from this spot so they slowly walked around, trying to find some hints. 
 
    They confirmed the directions of the world with ease; both Asterios and Miria knew how to handle themselves in the wilds and their worlds weren’t that different in that aspect. The former remembered that they ran to the southeast when they followed the man into the trap the adventurers had set up for them, so they began moving in the opposite direction, hoping to stumble onto some recognizable landmarks. 
 
    After an hour of walking, with Miria supporting Asterios all the time, not like she found that troublesome in any way, they started hearing the sound of water flowing somewhere nearby. They approached the source and found another small clearing, just by a river. There was a small curve at the place, creating a pond with a grassy beach. 
 
    It was a perfect spot to rest so they started setting up their new camp. Or rather, Miria did since she talked Asterios into just sitting on the side while she took care of it alone. He didn’t argue for long as he was aware that his overstrained body would only get in her way. Miria brought out a tent, started a fire so they could prepare something to eat, and then took out a sleeping bag. But, there was only one, the spare. 
 
    Asterios walked into the small tent as she was laying it down. 
 
    “I should have bought two. Well, I guess you can spend the night at home. You were in this world for a long time,” he said while watching her smooth out the material. 
 
    Miria stood up and turned around to face him. She already decided on what to do. Now, she just had to tell Asterios without getting all red. She shook her head at him. 
 
    “No. I will stay with you, Master. You are weakened and I’m your guardian so I obviously can’t leave you alone like this.” 
 
    “I see. I expected nothing less. Well, I’m fine with sleeping on the ground so—” 
 
    “I won’t allow that!” She raised her voice and locked her eyes with his. “If someone has to sleep on the ground then it should be me since I’m your familiar and you are the master. But…” Miria dropped her gaze to the ground and her tail started swishing behind her back. “I… I think it will be even safer if I… sleep close to you… just in case… Of course, only if you are okay with it!” she spoke the first part very quietly while almost shouting at the end. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and stroked her ears. “That’s quite the sound point there. I will be in your care then.” 
 
    She only nodded while blushing. They came outside and prepared some light meals over the fire, finally getting a decent fill since they only ate some rations Asterios had on himself when they ran out of their previous camp. During the meal, they discussed the battles so that both of them could share their own thoughts about them. 
 
    The sky started getting darker and soon the night arrived. A beautiful crescent moon began moving through it gracefully. Finished eating, they walked closer to the little shore and gazed into the water. 
 
    “We should wash ourselves since we have the chance. Go first, I’ll keep watch. And don’t worry, I won’t peek.” Asterios smiled, took a few steps back, turned around, and sat in a cross-legged position. 
 
    Miria wanted to argue that he should be first with how much worse his clothes and body looked, but that would be pointless so she quickly jumped back to her home to grab a spare change of both their sets and came back. She could naturally just take a bath back there, yet something was telling her to do it here. The water in the night looked beautiful and there was something romantic in having him keep guard for her. 
 
    She took one more glance at Asterios, quickly stripped all her dirty clothes off, and slowly descended into the little lake. The water was cold, but not unpleasant. It was rather refreshing. She first washed the clothes as well as she could and brought them back to the shore. Then, she began scrubbing all the dried blood off her skin and fur around her arms and legs. 
 
    For the whole time, she kept sending occasional glances at Asterios, but he didn’t seem to even think about trying to peek. She felt partially relieved, but also a bit anxious. Miria glanced down at her figure and cupped up her breasts. She was happy that they weren’t too big since thanks to that she had no issues with her agile movements. 
 
    But at that moment, she began having doubts that maybe her slightly toned and muscular figure, with a decently sized chest, just wasn’t as appealing as she thought. Other beastfolk from her village always tried to catch her bathing in her favorite spring, but Asterios didn’t seem to have even a slight intention to turn around. 
 
    A thought appeared in her mind as she stared at her chest upheld by her arms. What if the black fur growing over her arms and legs was something unnatural or repulsive to him? As far as she knew and saw, humans didn’t seem to have any, besides the hair on their heads and faces. He had said to her previously that he liked her and that she was beautiful, but what if it was just to not make her feel bad? 
 
    Starting to get more and more self-aware, she remembered another place that had a patch of thick hair on her body. Miria glanced a bit lower and saw it, just above her private parts. It wasn’t exactly as abundant as the fur on her arms or legs, but nevertheless, it was there; a spot of black fur in the middle of the area under her navel. Suddenly, it seemed really embarrassing to have it there. 
 
    She looked at Asterios again, wondering what would be his impression of her after he saw it. Then, she realized what she had just implied and squirmed in embarrassment. One question still persisted in her mind between all those anxious thoughts about her own body. She started walking back to the shore, arriving closer to the spot where Asterios was sitting. While staring at his muscular back, that single question subconsciously slipped out of her mouth. 
 
    “Are you really not interested in my body even in the slightest?” 
 
    After a few more steps, which were accompanied by the sloshing of water, she froze, realizing how indecent that question sounded, and tried her best to cover that mistake. 
 
    “Ah! I mean, as something new or unknown! People here have no fur on their arms or legs as I do! And you are someone who loves studying stuff linked to summoning, right? I’m pretty much a summoned beast, right?” She frantically shook her hands in front of her, getting increasingly red. 
 
    Asterios chuckled after hearing her voice. Miria quickly covered her breasts with her arms and her girly parts with her tail since she was quite close to him, but he still didn’t turn around. 
 
    “If you put it that way, then certainly, I’m all curious about many things when it comes to your body. But, do you think I’m a person who would order, or even ask a girl to strip naked so that I could thoroughly examine her body?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Miria answered instantly. 
 
    “I’m glad then. Nevertheless, I’m constantly fighting the urge to turn around even right at this moment, to take even a little peek to sate my curiosity. But, before being some kind of an unknown entity, first and foremost, as I’ve mentioned before, you are a girl. A really charming and beautiful girl. And that means I can’t just nonchalantly stare at your naked body like some thug and make you feel uncomfortable or embarrassed. You barely can stand my pats so how could I fluster you even more by peeking at you?” 
 
    Miria was blushing more and more as he was explaining his reasoning to her. She was getting warm inside from him calling her beautiful again and her tail began dancing happily. Some of her doubts disappeared, replaced by now clear impression that he wasn’t repelled by her fur and that he saw her as a real girl with all the assets too, just that he was a very kind and thoughtful person. 
 
    She took a deep breath, stepped out of the water, and squeezed her tail dry. Then, she grabbed a prepared towel and tightly covered her front. Taking one more glance at Ast’s back, she started walking towards the campfire. 
 
    Asterios watched as she passed by him with her back completely exposed. He could see not only the joyfully dancing tail but also her whole figure, including Miria’s enticing plump butt, which jiggled seductively. With visibly nervous steps, she arrived at the campfire and sat down in front of it, facing away from him. 
 
    He only broke out of the daze induced by this unexpected sight after Miria glanced at him shyly over one of her shoulders, quickly returning her eyes to the front as her tail increased the speed of its movements. 
 
    He shook his head and chuckled. That was the first time he saw such a dazzling woman naked. He also took a deep breath to clear his mind, picked up another towel, and started walking towards her after getting up. 
 
    Miria, of course, heard him approaching, and her heart started beating faster. She wasn’t sure what Asterios was going to do. She began thinking that maybe she took it a little bit too far and it seemed like an invitation to him.  
 
    Then, she shivered internally at how quickly her thoughts had changed from assuming that he would be repulsed to considering that he would go after her. She quickly calmed her mind with a few breaths, telling herself that there was no way Asterios would do anything that could offend her without a clear sign that it was okay. But then, was her walking naked in front of him a sign? 
 
    She started panicking again. She liked him, she was sure about that, but she definitely wasn’t ready to do that. Miria didn’t even know if they could do that. She knew only some stuff about humans from the stories and legends. Theoretically, Princess Kaguya most likely had done these things with her human partner from the myth, but that was never confirmed. She might have just assumed that the Princess did and they actually didn’t do these things because it was just not possible for their races. 
 
    While Miria was lost in an internal conflict, Asterios stopped just behind her and sat down. He dropped the towel he was holding onto her head. 
 
    “Mind if I give you a hand? It would be a little hard to dry your hair if you use both of your hands to cover yourself, right?” he spoke calmly. 
 
    Her eyes widened and she squirmed. She was thinking of such indecent things and he only wanted to help her dry her hair. Miria felt stupid and ashamed of herself. 
 
    “If it’s too embarrassing then I’ll just leave,” Asterios said, not hearing any response to his previous question. 
 
    Miria quickly shook her head. “No, please do! I always struggle with it, ehehe~” 
 
    She giggled meekly and he started gently rubbing the towel on her head, trying his best to not hurt her ears. Miria noticed his attempts. 
 
    “It’s fine. You can be more forceful, Master. Only the inside is delicate.” 
 
    Following her advice, he kept using the towel while Miria enjoyed the pleasant feeling of this massage. Her tail coiled around one of Ast’s arms just as it did on the day they met. He smiled, and not being able to hold his curiosity back, he softly poked it with his finger. 
 
    Miria jumped a bit and he quickly retracted his hand. She glanced at him over her shoulder with rosy cheeks. “If you want to touch it… it’s okay… I was just surprised…” 
 
    She moved it so that it fell into his hand and stopped moving. Asterios squeezed the fluffy strand very gently. 
 
    “Nyaahnn…” 
 
    It didn’t stop Miria from releasing a quiet moan while shivering a little. The delightful feeling of Asterios touching her tail surprised not only him but even her. She quickly covered her mouth with one hand to prevent more of them from escaping. 
 
    Asterios didn’t want to embarrass Miria too much so he only stroked it a little with the tips of his fingers, enjoying the pleasant sensation, and released it from his grasp. He soon finished dealing with her hair and stood up. 
 
    “I’ll be taking my turn then. You don’t have to keep looking the other way, but I guess you already know that.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Asterios walked to the edge of the grass, hastily got rid of his dirty clothes, and jumped straight into the water. Miria planned on returning the favor and not peeking, but she wasn’t able to restrain herself as well as he did and glanced over her shoulder quite quickly after she heard the splash. 
 
    And just at that moment, Asterios was emerging from under the water’s surface, wiping his hair to the back to get rid of most of the droplets. The sight of his handsome figure basked in the moonlight captivated her. Fortunately, the small pond was deep enough for water to reach slightly above his waist at the spot where he stood so she didn’t see anything too embarrassing. 
 
    She didn’t notice for how long she had been staring at him until Asterios began walking back towards the land. She quickly turned around, blushing furiously. He covered his waist with one towel and sat by her side at the campfire, beginning to wipe his body with another one. She kept stealing shy glances at his chest while also trying to somehow wipe herself without dropping the towel. 
 
    Asterios moved to the tent first so that Miria could finally dress up. He was sure she wouldn’t be able to do so if they stayed like that. He also put on a fresh set of clothes while his gear was hung to dry. Miria soon joined him in the tent. They looked at each other and then at the sleeping bag. She was averting her gaze while not saying anything. 
 
    He sighed and slid himself in, holding it open with one hand and gesturing at her with the other. Slightly hesitant, Miria slowly joined Asterios. She tried to move as far from him as the material allowed while lying on the side and kept looking down to not match his eyes by accident. 
 
    Asterios could clearly see how tense she became and sighed again. He then put his arm over her and placed his hand on Miria’s back, pulling her close to him, pretty much making her lean on his chest. She was surprised by that sudden movement but didn’t run away. 
 
    “Relax. I’m not going to eat you. You won’t be able to sleep if you keep straining your muscles like that. Just stop worrying over everything and let yourself be comfortable.” 
 
    He started brushing through her hair as he did back in the cave. Miria decided to try to listen to him and took a few deep breaths, quickly loosening her muscles. She let the pleasant warmth lead her and she pulled herself closer to Ast’s chest, resting her forehead against his collarbone and enveloping his torso with her arms. Miria felt great with his fingers gently scratching behind her ears while she snuggled her face into his body. She didn’t even notice when she dozed off. 
 
    Asterios smiled seeing her calm down and almost instantly fall asleep. He soon followed after her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18
Return 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria was the first one to wake up when the morning came. She found herself in the same position she last remembered, which was in Ast’s embrace, with them both lying on their sides. She glanced upwards to see if he was still sleeping and it seemed like it. Asterios’ sleeping face caused her to smile. It looked so serene and to some extent really handsome. His breath tickled her ears with each movement of his lungs, making them twitch in response. 
 
    She dropped her gaze back to his chest and stroked it over the material. She recalled the warm feeling from before she had fallen asleep and it lured her to snuggle to Ast’s body again. Miria started rubbing her face into it more and more, taking a few good whiffs of him. His natural scent was very pleasant and relaxing, inviting her to press her cheeks and forehead against Asterios even more. 
 
    After a few moments, she realized what she was doing and froze while blushing fervently. She hadn’t done such things to a man since the day she turned twelve. Before that, she always loved to jump at her father to snuggle to his chest and rub her face into it as she did just now. She already forgot how good it felt, but it was too embarrassing for a grown-up girl to get all snuggly with her parents. 
 
    A sudden scratching behind her ear made Miria shiver in surprise. She glanced up and her eyes met with Ast’s. Her actions must have woken him up. Her pupils quivered in embarrassment when he smiled knowingly. She knew he saw and felt her do it. 
 
    “Having fun?” he spoke. 
 
    Miria quickly hid her face back in his chest, making Asterios chuckle. He patted her head for a little longer and raised them both to a sitting position. She didn’t want to show him her completely red cheeks so she stayed in a hug, not knowing what to do. 
 
    “You literally walked naked in front of me yesterday and now you are getting all shy from this?” He laughed again. 
 
    “It’s different… I wasn’t rubbing my face into you like some weirdo yesterday…” 
 
    “Well, rather than weird, it looked kinda cute to me. And you seemed quite happy. If something makes you happy, then you should do it more.” He kept stroking her head as he talked. 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched. She mustered all her courage and slowly backed away so that they could properly face each other. She still had to avert her gaze from time to time. 
 
    “But… isn’t that childish? I’m not a little girl anymore…” 
 
    “So, you are saying that if I turn old enough then I can’t keep doing things I enjoy? Don’t let thoughts like that limit who you really are and what you like doing. Do I have to stop giving my mother a kiss on the cheek just because I’ve reached a certain age? Why? Because the majority of people view that as embarrassing? So, I should be exactly like them and stop showing my mom how much I love her? Do not let strangers tell you what is fun and what is not. It’s your life. Your own path to happiness. It can be rough at times, but there’s nothing better than following your dreams even if you have to walk upstream.”  
 
    He brushed through her hair while speaking and moved his hand to Miria’s cheek, just to pinch it gently and pull a bit as he spoke the last part. Another worry slowly disappeared from her heart. She felt that those words were true to what he really believed in and she could confirm it from the short time they had spent together.  
 
    Asterios stood up and stretched. “If we go by that logic, I guess that as a grown-up man, I should never admit that it felt rather nice and pleasant to me, making me want to not stop you so that I can experience more of it, right?” 
 
    He chuckled and left the wide-eyed Miria with her quickly swishing tail alone in the tent. She smiled to herself and calmed down with a few deep breaths. She decided to start trying to be more open and less shy about her actions. Besides, she was his contracted familiar; it was only natural for her to be close with her master. Yes, it was normal. They already hugged a few times and even kissed once in the past. What are some snuggles compared to that? 
 
    After eating a light breakfast together and tidying up the camp, they began heading in the same direction as yesterday. Miria turned into her panther form and they somehow managed to find their way to their old encampment thanks to her keen sense of smell. 
 
    It was utterly destroyed. The group must have tried to make it look like it was attacked by wolves since the tent was shredded with cuts similar to their claws. Asterios and Miria didn’t leave any important valuables here as most of the things were stored in Miria’s house, being brought out when they needed them, so the losses weren’t that great. The fact that they had destroyed their property persisted though. 
 
    Before returning, the duo finished picking up the few Moontail Grass pieces they were lacking. It took them an hour to find all. They stumbled on a few wolves, but Miria didn’t give them even a chance to think about attacking them, lunging at one on sight and tearing its throat into bits with her impressive jaws. The rest ran away after sensing a predator much more powerful than them. 
 
    With both of the tasks finished, they prepared to leave. Miria did a check around the area but didn’t find the adventurer’s group in their close proximity. The scent she noticed led back the way they came from on the first day so they concluded that those people already went back. 
 
    Asterios stroked Miria’s fur as they were going to depart. 
 
    “How do you feel? It’s pretty much the third day you are spending in my realm,” he asked. 
 
    ~No different than usual, Master. Is that not normal?~ 
 
    He pondered and checked his spiritual circuits. They also were barely strained. It was utterly weird, like there was almost no effect on them from Miria spending so much time by his side. 
 
    “It wasn’t in the past. Now, I’m not sure what to think. Too many illogical things are happening around us recently. In any case, let me know if anything changes.” 
 
    Asterios decided to keep checking on them both from time to time and leave the weird issue for later. They covered the distance in the same time as they did before, taking only a few hours. Asterios instructed Miria to not hide in her realm during their return. The guards naturally stopped them, but after confirming Ast’s connection with the guild, they let them in. 
 
    He jumped off her and they walked through the streets, side by side. It would create too much chaos if an unseen yet beast of this size was dashing around. Naturally, some curious gazes followed, but they would need to start getting used to them if Asterios wanted to not hide Miria, and perhaps his other future summons, completely from the world. And the fact that she could stay this long without putting a strain on him did support that idea. 
 
    They arrived in front of the guild and Asterios pushed the door open. It was as lively as usual. Some people turned around to check on him when they noticed the huge black panther, but it wasn’t like the whole hall suddenly turned silent, which was good. 
 
    Asterios walked closer to the counters with Miria by his side and began heading towards Ellie’s spot. When they came closer, they saw a familiar figure leaning over the wooden structure and acting all flirty with the receptionist. Miria released a quiet growl, but Asterios quickly patted her head to calm her down. 
 
    ~Not yet. We’ll get him in time,~ he sent her a message while brushing his fingers through her fur. 
 
    The man was so focused on courting the visibly annoyed girl that he hadn’t noticed him approaching. Asterios also leaned on the counter and spoke to the adventurer. 
 
    “So, Ellie is your girl. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    The man jerked to the side, shocked by Ast’s voice, but managed to not act too suspiciously, at least to all the bystanders. Ellie frowned at Asterios, not understanding why he would say that. She decided to ask about that later. 
 
    “Welcome back, Ast! That was quite fast. Did you perhaps complete one of the tasks?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “Actually, we are done with both.” 
 
    “Really? That’s amazing! You must have been quite lucky back there!” Ellie started enthusiastically preparing some documents. 
 
    “I guess so. But, I wouldn’t be able to get so many wolves this fast if not for your boyfriend’s help,” he smiled and made a side glance at the examiner. 
 
    Ellie crossed her arms over her chest and pouted. “What’s with you? When did I ever say that we are together? And what do you mean by that? Rhode didn’t join that quest, right?” She moved her gaze onto the adventurer, who was slowly starting to sweat more and more. 
 
    “Oh? I remember pretty clearly how he told me that I shouldn’t have embarrassed him in front of his girl as he was detonating the entrance to the wolves' den behind my back.” Asterios chuckled, acting as if that was a funny thing to do. 
 
    Her eyes instantly went wide. “What?! Rhode?” 
 
    “That’s slander! As you have said yourself, I haven’t picked up that quest so why would I be there? I have no idea what he is talking about!” 
 
    The guy switched into the victim role. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Asterios glanced at him. 
 
    “Yes, really! You can ask my guys, I was with them the whole time!” 
 
    While Ellie didn’t know what to say, Asterios turned to her. 
 
    “Say, if I were to kill a guild employee, would that thing I have with me be able to earn me a pardon?”  
 
    He conveyed his question with a calm and collected tone, but Ellie got goosebumps from the coldness and seriousness in Ast’s eyes. 
 
    “What?! You can’t kill someone just like—” 
 
    Asterios snapped his fingers and Miria jumped at Rhode with a loud growl, pinning him to the ground. She positioned her face just in front of his and kept growling ferociously while exposing her sharp teeth. Some people started noticing that something was happening by the counter and began gathering around. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking you, but the pretty lady right here.” Asterios glared at him and turned back to Ellie. “So, the answer?” 
 
    “Ummm…” She moved her eyes between him and Rhode, trying to figure out words that wouldn’t escalate the situation more. “That would depend… Normally, it wouldn’t, but if there was a sound reason behind the action, then… maybe… the Guildmaster might listen...” 
 
    “Hey, hey! What the hell are you talking about?! I’m being attacked here!” 
 
    Miria opened her jaws in order to silence the man a bit, but Asterios sent her a mental message not to wound him. Contradictory to what he was saying, he wasn’t planning on murdering someone in the middle of the guildhall. 
 
    “What is going on here?” A female voice arrived from behind the crowd and the people soon created a path for its owner. 
 
    Suanori, who noticed Asterios coming to the guild through her window and walked to the main hall to observe him from the side, now stepped closer and stopped in front of the unusual scene. She frowned at the man pinned to the ground by the huge cat and then glanced at Asterios, who seemed to be nonchalantly leaning over the counter. 
 
    “Guildmaster! Save me! This kid has gone mad! He met some bandits and thinks that I tried to kill him!” The man quickly turned to the elf woman and begged for help. 
 
    She raised one of her brows at the boy.  
 
    “I don’t think. I’ve seen it. Do I have to swear on that thing to make people believe me?” He looked back at the Guildmaster confidently. 
 
    She glanced at Ellie but that only shook her head, signaling that she didn’t know anything for sure yet. To avoid causing even more chaos, she decided to get to the bottom of this in a less busy area. 
 
    “I would like to listen to both of the sides first. Ellie, Rhode, Asterios, follow me to my conference room. Everyone else, disperse. End of the show.” 
 
    Asterios asked Miria to release the man and they all walked behind the Guildmaster to the mentioned chamber. They sat around a coffee table and Suanori listened to the respective versions of the events. Asterios waited calmly while Rhode was speaking, but the latter couldn’t stop himself from accusing the former of lying when he was talking. 
 
    “He is definitely trying to frame me! He is targeting me from the moment he had stepped his foot in our guild and Ellie can confirm that!” The man was shouting while gesturing angrily. 
 
    “That’s enough Rhode. I’ve heard both of you. I don’t think he has any reason to go after you. Ellie?” Suanori silenced the man and glanced at the receptionist. 
 
    “I think so too.” 
 
    “What? Are you going to believe some low rank instead of a veteran guild employee? I have people who can vouch for me! I didn’t leave the town in the last week! He has no one to confirm his lies!” 
 
    Asterios was just sitting on the opposite side and scratching Miria’s head, who was lying on the whole sofa and resting it on his lap while purring affectionately. The sight of that calmness was beginning to tick Rhode off. 
 
    Suanori rubbed her temples. “Certainly, that does work in your favor, but it doesn’t mean that we can invalidate his points just because you have someone to back you up and he is alone.” 
 
    “I’m not alone.” Asterios gave her a lazy glance. 
 
    “What? Do you perhaps think that your fucking overgrown cat counts?” Miria released a low growl in response to the man's hostility but stopped under Ast’s caresses. “Nice joke, idiot. It can’t even speak, hahaha!” 
 
    A black mist started enveloping Miria’s body and she began morphing into the humanoid form while obstructed by the swirling smoke. Everyone in the room stared at the sudden spectacle wide-eyed. A moment later, in the place of a huge black panther lying on Ast’s lap, a beautiful black-haired girl in dark crimson leather armor appeared, taking everyone completely off-guard. 
 
    Asterios stopped brushing his fingers through her now human-like hair and let Miria raise herself to a sitting position. She didn’t display even a hint of embarrassment, glaring intently at the man who tried to murder her master. Ellie covered her mouth which had opened involuntarily from shock and Sunaori’s eyes widened to the brim after witnessing the unbelievable change. They all stared confusedly at the twitching ears on top of Miria’s head and the slowly moving tail behind her back. 
 
    Asterios leaned back on the sofa and spread his arms wide behind the backrest. 
 
    “Now she can.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
The Trial 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence filled the room after the transformation took place. Everyone was staring at Miria, who was focusing her attention on one man on the opposite side of the table. She was showing the coldest expression Asterios had ever seen on her face, but it wasn’t like they were together for that long. It just felt quite surprising to see her assume such a mood after experiencing a lot of her full of energy, partially shy, very gingerly behavior. 
 
    Asterios discreetly patted Miria on the back, bringing her from being deep in thought back to reality. She turned to the elf woman and spoke with a soft but still slightly cold tone. 
 
    “Greetings Guildmaster. My name is Miria and I’m Master’s contracted familiar. Do I have to recount everything again or is it enough for me to just confirm my Master’s words since I’ve been by his side this whole time?” 
 
    Suanori was still in a daze from what they witnessed. It didn’t feel like Shapeshifting Magic. Not with the mysterious black mist surrounding the girl during transformation. And also, it was usually people who shapeshifted into beasts, not the other way.  
 
    Meanwhile, she had just watched as a black panther turned into a woman. Even if you would somehow manage to create a humanoid form for a beast, the lack of intelligence or just the pure experience in that body would prove difficult for them to move, not even mentioning the ability to speak a language properly.  
 
    This could explain the dense spiritual energy she had felt around the beast the other day. There was more to it than met the eye as she thought. Rather than a beast, she seemed more like a person, but the unusual ears and tail were contradicting that statement a bit. 
 
    The Guildmaster cleared her throat, but Rhode shouted before she could reply. 
 
    “What the fuck?! Summoners can’t contract people! What the hell are you trying to pull off?” He turned to Suanori. “Guildmaster, they are definitely scheming against me together! She must be a Shapeshifting Magic user posing as that loser’s familiar!” 
 
    Miria furrowed her brows and turned to the man again. “I’m not!” 
 
    “Calm down, Rhode. She definitely isn’t a shifter,” the Guildmaster answered. 
 
    Suanori knew well that a magician returning from their shapeshifting spell came out pretty much naked since all the clothes fell off of them during the initial transformation. And Miria appeared in front of them in full gear, even with swords behind her waist. 
 
    “Besides, why would one try to act like a tamed beast in the first place? That would drain their mana at an enormous rate. Even the best potions wouldn’t be able to keep up and they would quickly end up with the overuse sickness,” she continued. 
 
    “I don’t know! Maybe he is one of those freaks who fancy some animal ass and she is into getting fu—” 
 
    “You bastard! Master is not—”  
 
    Miria began losing it and started standing up, but Asterios grabbed her by the wrist and shook his head. He asked her mentally to let the man run his mouth as much as he wanted. As long as they didn't make the first move, they would have the upper hand.  
 
    She wasn’t exactly happy about the thought of having to listen to that jerk’s rude remarks any longer, but Miria had already decided to trust Asterios more from now on. She emitted a low growl, which surprised even Asterios since he didn’t think she could do that in this form, and sat down while staring daggers at the adventurer. Her body language gave off a feeling that she would jump at him at any given moment. 
 
    “Everybody, please, let’s calm down a bit. And Rhode, tone down the insults. Now, Miria, could you please prove that you are his familiar?” the Guildmaster asked. 
 
    Miria glanced back at Asterios with an uncertain gaze. She had no idea how to show them their connection. She didn’t know of any means to do that besides just words. 
 
    He smiled at her. ~I can take care of that. Do you mind if I touch your forehead?~ 
 
    ~Of course not, Master,~ she replied instantly and turned her whole body to the side for him. 
 
    Asterios first transferred some mana into the fingers of his right hand and drew a circular sigil, a very simple one, with just a few brushes. The glowing rune disappeared with dark crimson particles after he tapped it. 
 
    Then, he took off the black leather glove covering the hand he used and showed the back of it to everyone. It was decorated with a crimson red symbol too. This one though, was in the shape of a heart lying on fairy-like wings and with a crown above its top.  
 
    This was his Summoner’s Brand. It manifested itself during the very first successful contract of an aspiring magician and no one had any control over how it looked. Some people mocked Asterios for his being all girly and cutesy, but he never paid any attention to them. It was only beautiful in his eyes. Now, even more, after it turned into a dark crimson color. 
 
    Confirming that everyone had a chance to take a look, he moved his hand towards Miria’s head and plopped it onto her hair. He brushed his thumb over her forehead while also stroking his fingers through the fluffy black strands. 
 
    A moment later, an identical symbol manifested itself above the girl's eyes under Ast’s caresses and he pulled back his hand. “This should do, right? You can’t fake the mark. And I’m pretty sure someone of Guildmaster’s caliber would instantly see through minor illusions from this close.” 
 
    The glowing dark crimson shape had something enchanting to it, capturing the attention of anyone who looked at it. The feeling was very faint and unintrusive but persisted for the whole time the Guildmaster stared at the two symbols. She shook her head to clear her mind. 
 
    “Yes, this is enough. Well then, do you want to add something to the story, Miria?” 
 
    “Everything that Master said was true and already very detailed. I can vouch for his every word. We were lured into a cave and trapped inside by this man and his accomplices. We somehow managed to push through around thirty wolves and a Bloodfang, finding—” 
 
    “A Bloodfang?!” Ellie shouted in shock, joining the conversation for the first time. 
 
    “Ah…”  
 
    Miria realized that Asterios didn’t specify what kind of beast they had fought in the cave and she might have spoiled his plans, but he just nodded that it was fine. He wanted to mention it after getting done with the adventurer, but it wasn’t any worse if they learned about it earlier. 
 
    “See?! She must be lying! There’s no way a fresh newbie would survive a Bloodfang! No matter if his overfed cat can also turn into a person! C-ranks and even some B-ranks have problems with them without proper team composition and management and those two even fought tens of wolves at the same time!” Rhode kept catching onto every possible little fact that could save his ass. 
 
    “I’m not lying! You are!” Miria responded. 
 
    “You are his bitch! Of course you will go with anything he says! Should have chosen a better lie than this!” 
 
    “Silence!”  
 
    The Guildmaster raised her voice and many wooden tendrils sprouted from the ground, quickly restraining the adventurer, tying him to the sofa, and also coiling around his mouth to completely shut him up. Nature Magic was one of the strongest schools in Suanori’s repertoire. And quite a useful one for crowd control. She sent Rhode a disgusted glare, getting enough of his baseless insults. 
 
    She turned back to the duo. “I’m not accusing you of altering the truth, but he has a point there. You do seem strong, Miria, but judging by your equipment, it would be almost impossible to deal with a Bloodfang while fending off its small army.” 
 
    “I know! We barely made it and that’s only because of Master’s efforts. My lack of focus almost killed both of us…” Her ears dropped and she lowered her gaze, visibly feeling guilty again. 
 
    Asterios quickly moved closer to the panthergirl and started gently scratching her head. “We’ve already talked about this. And it was you who ripped that oversized wolf into shreds in the end.” 
 
    Still feeling a bit down, she let herself be cheered up a bit by his affectionate pats. They always made her feel warm and pleasant. She shouldn’t sulk about her past mistakes, and as Asterios told her before, focus on improving. 
 
    He slipped his hand into his spatial pouch and grabbed the canines of the Bloodfang, throwing them onto the table between everyone. “Good enough?” 
 
    Ellie and Suanori picked one each and examined them. The former spoke. “They do seem to be of the correct size, but with just that—” 
 
    “Miria.” Asterios glanced at his partner and she didn’t need any more instructions. 
 
    Miria opened a crimson portal near their sofa and disappeared into it. The women looked at the shimmering dark gate curiously, being aware of its purpose. A moment later, something flew out of it and landed on the lap of the adventurer. He started fervently wriggling in his restraints and releasing muffled screams. 
 
    Everyone besides Asterios gasped after noticing that the object was in fact a decapitated head of nothing else than a Bloodfang. Miria stepped back into the room through the portal and it closed itself by descending into the ground. She sat on Ast’s side again. 
 
    There was no need to investigate any further. The girls knew for sure that it wasn’t a fake. They really had downed a Bloodfang with just two people. Ellie’s eyes suddenly widened and she turned to Asterios with a fearful expression. 
 
    “Wait! Then this was the rumored alpha?!” 
 
    “Most likely. It’s quite fortunate that no one tried subjugating it based on the given information or we would have had plenty of casualties,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “But why wasn’t it reported as one?” 
 
    “You only told me that there were rumors about an alpha, so I guess some hunters found big pawprints and assumed it’s one. No one might have seen the real thing.” 
 
    “If so, then we are really lucky you have dealt with it before anyone else stumbled on the beast,” the Guildmaster joined. 
 
    “BARELY dealt with it. I’ll still feel stiff in all my joints for at least a day more. Nevertheless, we are discussing a different case here. Are we going to end this charade or should I finally let Miria do what she is dreaming of since the moment that idiot collapsed the cave behind our backs?” 
 
    Rhode started wriggling even more and tried to speak with his mouth sealed by the vines. A pinkish flower sprouted from one near his face and puffed a small amount of pollen of the same color. The adventurer instantly lost consciousness. 
 
    “It was pretty clear who was putting up an act for some time already. I promise you that we’ll deal with him appropriately. Attempted murder is no joke. I hope you don’t mind leaving that in our hands.” Suanori stood up and firmly lowered her head towards the duo. “As the Guildmaster, I sincerely apologize for allowing such a thing to be done to you by someone from our ranks. I have no excuses for letting this happen and not noticing that something was wrong with Rhode much earlier, besides his usual rude attitude. I can promise you that I will personally investigate this further to uncover who helped in hiding all the information.” 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize so deeply, I understand. Sometimes people like him appear inside big organizations. I’m fine letting you handle the case. I only hope that there weren’t any mo—” Asterios stopped for a moment and glanced at the charming receptionist. “Ellie, were there any rookie adventurers who perhaps tried to get closer to you in the past?” 
 
    She blushed a little and was going to ask where that question came from, but just before doing so, she recalled Asterios calling her Rhode’s girlfriend and she instantly realized the real reason behind it. “There… were… some...” she answered, with her eyes losing sight of reality like she was trying to remember a lot of things. 
 
    “Did any of them suddenly disappear? Not coming back to the guild after taking on a quest or something?” 
 
    Her silence and a very sad gaze were enough of an answer. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Even the usually calm Guildmaster couldn’t stop herself from cursing the man. She rubbed her temples and sighed heavily. “How did no one ever notice that?” 
 
    Asterios sighed too. “People come, people go. It’s not like advisors are obliged to chase after their adventurers when they stop showing up from one point.” He stood up, passed by Miria, and sat close to the dejected girl. “Ellie, don’t blame yourself over this. No one would normally keep attention to such details.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    He subconsciously began ruffling through her hair as he did to Miria when she felt sad or down. The frequent pats started being a natural reaction to him. “No buts. You already have a quite sexy one. There’s no need for more.” 
 
    Ast’s unexpected joke took her by surprise and Ellie snickered, quickly taming that little laugh down. She understood that he only wanted to cheer her up by suddenly acting completely different than his usual self, but she still didn’t feel right to laugh at a moment like this. 
 
    “Thanks… I’ll be fine, I promise. I just need some time to get over this.” She smiled gloomily at him. 
 
    “Good. You better do. If the next time I come here and see you acting like a mourning widow, I’ll order Miria to lick you all over until you can’t take it anymore.” 
 
    Miria shifted into her panther form and walked to Ellie from the side. She gave her hand a little lick, showing that she would definitely go with that order without any objections. 
 
    “You should take a break. Don’t come to the guild for a day or two. I know how uncomfortable it can feel to have to forcefully act all fine in front of crowds of people.” Suanori joined. 
 
    “I will. Thank you, everyone.” 
 
    They left getting into the details about the Bloodfang and submitting Ast’s tasks for later and Suanori went with the restrained man while Asterios and Miria began escorting Ellie back to her home. They gave the saddened girl a slow ride on the panthergirl’s back on the way to her house.  
 
    She did look happy at the moment, but Asterios knew she was just putting up a front, so he didn’t impose on Ellie anymore after they dropped her in front of the door. She needed some time alone to get over the unexpected, painful revelation. Even if she didn’t have any feelings for any of the guys that might have lost their lives to the man’s schemes, those still were people she knew to some extent. 
 
    Asterios and Miria also rode home and he ordered his partner to finally go back to her realm for a bit longer to rest properly and meet up with family and friends. Miria asked him to call for her when he would have some time so that they could talk about the future. 
 
    After some ear scratches, Asterios promised Miria to do so soon and let her return to her realm. He could guess what she had to say and most likely also ask, but it would be better to do it after they both properly rested and got rid of all the stress and tension. It would also give Miria time to collect her thoughts properly. 
 
    Both him and Miria understood that they had to get to know each other much better before taking up another commission. They didn’t want a repeat of the recent situation. The short training they did together, which shouldn’t even be called that, was nowhere enough to prepare them for the unexpected. Your usual mobs, monsters, or beasts didn’t pose a threat to Miria, but you never know when a stronger foe could appear. 
 
    He also had the new, weird power inside him to investigate. From what he saw that day in the cave, it could make a real difference if he managed to control it properly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
Getting Better Together 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios spent the rest of the day resting and interacting with his mother. Fortunately, he didn’t return in tattered clothes like the last time so he avoided getting her all worried. He mentioned that they had some trouble on their quest, but they managed to overcome the issue together. 
 
    On the next day, Asterios searched his whole room and the attic of his house in pursuit of his old notes and books about exercising one’s spiritual circuits and mana reserves. He refreshed his memory about a few basic exercises and activities that let him investigate his potential deeper and immediately started focusing on them. 
 
    With the latter, he was finally able to confirm what previously was mostly just a feeling and assumption. His spiritual circuits somehow increased in quality. Or rather, it looked more like they were cleared of all the impurities, now that he could extend his spiritual sense to their very ends.  
 
    It felt weird since he never heard about anything like that before. Whatever a Summoner was born with, it was pretty much all they could work with for the rest of their life, perhaps being able to only strengthen their circuits to some extent, depending on the contracted beasts. Yet, he was sure his circuits weren’t strengthened but got like… cleansed from something. 
 
    Compared to what he was used to for his whole life, these felt like they had almost boundless capacity, limited only by his potential and mana reserves. And those, even without him reaching for the hidden energy, also increased in volume. If he imagined his previous energy pool as a tiny pond, then the new one was closer to a quite sizable lake. 
 
    He also dove deeper to study the weird energy in his heart. He couldn’t even pinpoint the size of it and it was so potent, ferocious, high quality that even the minuscule amount would be comparable to a lot of his usual mana. But what confused him the most, was the unexplainable feeling that it was always there. With him since birth. Expanding bit by bit. 
 
    Why was it there? How did it come to be? Why did it manifest only now? Did someone implant him with it? Was it somehow linked to his real parents? There were many questions swirling in Ast’s head, but he felt like the last one wouldn’t be right.  
 
    He didn’t believe that a kid of some random villagers would have been born with such power, and if he had access to such vast spiritual energy, then his parents definitely wouldn’t just die to a random bandit’s raid. As far as he knew, no one survived that night, besides him, found under a pile of rubble by Kindra. 
 
    Asterios spent that and the next day exercising his control over both his old-but-improved mana and the scorching hot energy. Whenever he drew on it, his eyes and hair changed. It felt almost mystical to him.  
 
    After those two days, he reached an understanding allowing him to sustain a stable connection with his core, which pretty much didn’t even strain his circuits, acting more as a temporary bridge prepared in case of emergency. The only downside was his red eyes and white hair, but Asterios actually figured a way where they could be helpful. Maybe not by much, but it still altered his appearance. He could possibly pose as two different people when he would be trying to shove some of the attention on his other persona. 
 
    On the third day after returning home, he paid a visit to the guild where Ellie was already back at her post. He submitted his quests and also spent some time talking with Guildmaster Suanori about the Bloodfang and the details behind their encounter. Since it would be suspicious for an E-rank to deal with it alone, they agreed on keeping the matter between themselves, even though Ellie insisted on Asterios taking the credit for it. Naturally, he received proper compensation for the subjugation. 
 
    With a bit of money on hand, Asterios refilled his stock of materials and consumables he had recently used up and also purchased some more ingredients. Those would be required if he wanted to try his hand at more advanced summoning techniques. Before trying another summoning though, he wanted to focus on working on the abilities that would support him and Miria. 
 
    Later that evening, when he was going through some notes and calculations, Asterios felt Miria’s intention to come to his world. He naturally encouraged her to do so, and soon, the panthergirl walked out of the dark portal. 
 
    He stood up, walked to the bed, comfortably seated himself on it, and patted it on his side invitingly. Since the moment she arrived, Miria had quite a serious expression. Not the seriously serious; just much less timid and joyful as usual. Instead of sitting on his side, she slowly walked closer and sat on her knees in front of him, having to look up at her master. 
 
    Before Asterios could say anything, she spoke first. “I’ve spent some time thinking about everything and also practicing back at home. In the cave, I have noticed that I wasn’t able to properly exert all my strength. I didn’t see that earlier because we haven’t met any strong opponents, but I’m clearly not able to perform as well as I can back at home. Yet, while I was in Master’s body, I felt like I could easily surpass my current limits. I’m certain that it’s linked to Master’s spiritual energy and our connection. And that’s why, I will do anything that’s necessary to deepen our bond as a Summoner and contracted familiar so that we both can grow stronger and I can protect Master better.” 
 
    He could notice a faint blush on Miria’s face, but she was clearly doing her best to look serious and composed. Asterios could feel her determination and eagerness to get stronger through their link. 
 
    “I see. It would be rude of me to say something like ‘you don’t need to force yourself to go so far’, so I will just agree. You can rest assured though, I would never make you do anything against your own will.” 
 
    A little smile broke through her act. “I’m aware of that, Master, and that’s why I have no more issues with following your instructions. You said before that trust is important and I know that you already trust me completely, so it’s leaving just me to also reciprocate that faith now. I’ve also resolved myself to be as open with my mind towards you as you were towards me so that we can practice the deepened connection. I believe it would be a huge advantage.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Just remember, don’t try to rush things. One step at a time. For starters, you should get up from the floor and sit on my side like a person. Are you a slave or my proud contracted familiar?” 
 
    Miria’s tail began dancing happily and she followed his request, taking a seat by his side and smiling beautifully. Asterios placed a hand on her head and began ruffling through her hair. She didn’t try to run away anymore, deciding to embrace the pleasant feeling with an even wider smile. 
 
    After Asterios stopped, they agreed that the next best step would be to learn more about each other since knowledge about your partner’s preferences, abilities, strengths, and weaknesses in detail was quite crucial. They spent most of the night lying on Ast’s bed and talking to each other. Both of them had a lot of fun just chatting about their lives and themselves. Miria, a bit reluctantly, returned to her realm after it started getting really late; or rather really early. 
 
    During the next week, they focused on Asterios. He went through a lot of techniques he had learned about in the past but couldn’t ever even begin to cast before. He spent a lot of time revising the theory, introducing some of his own ideas for changes, and then practicing the real thing. Naturally, Miria accompanied him for the whole time, during both theory and practice, so that she could understand better what Asterios would be using to support her. 
 
    It took a lot of effort for him to perfect many new techniques, but with Ast’s incredible knowledge, he was able to quickly master a lot of them. Miria was amazed by seeing how fast he worked. In case of any problem or issue coming up, Asterios would instantly dive back into theory and find mistakes, either in his own notes or in the books which could be incompatible with his new robust spiritual energy, and develop his own solutions. She couldn’t comprehend even a bit of what was happening when he was fervently writing thousands of sigils. 
 
    The week after that one, they switched attention to Miria. She showed Asterios pretty much everything she could do, starting from all the basic movements with and without her weapons, through her panther form, ending at all the abilities she could perform and had any knowledge about.  
 
    She was a truly powerful and experienced warrior. Asterios judged the current Miria, without his support, to be around the level of a B-rank adventurer. Perhaps even an early A-rank. 
 
    They spent a lot of time with Asterios memorizing everything and then coming up with ways to utilize all they had in their arsenal at that time. They both trained extensively in their respective fields and also together in various combinations and scenarios, growing much closer to each other during these two weeks. 
 
    Miria still kept her true, a little shy and cheerful attitude, but she started being more fond of Asterios after learning more about him and spending time together. She began coming to him for some pats and scratches by herself after succeeding in something or managing to perfectly execute some move they were practicing. The distance between the two slowly decreased. 
 
    A few days after the two weeks had passed, they met at their usual training spot in the forest again. They stood in front of the final version of the practice field they had been using this whole time. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria by his side and connected to his core, turning his hair white and eyes red.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Miria lowered her posture and moved her hands just above her shortswords behind her back, prepared to draw them at any given moment. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    After Asterios shouted, she launched herself forwards. Before she finished making her second step, Asterios was already completing his first sigil and slapped it quickly onto one of his gloves, attaching it to a magic circle. 
 
    The gloves got a huge upgrade. Previously, each had one big circuit on them, which was pretty much all Asterios could use at once, but now, with his newfound energy and capacity, he managed to improve them by adding five smaller circles on the knuckles area of each hand, ending up with twelve usable rune slots. 
 
    Instantly after merging the sigil with one of the circles, he snapped his fingers and Miria disappeared from his vision with a loud thump. She materialized in front of a tree with a hanging target. In that short moment, Asterios swiftly finished another mark and crushed it in his hand. 
 
    Miria slashed through the piece of wood with ease. But, it wasn’t the only thing that suffered damage. The whole tree got cut in half. And three more behind it. Ast’s second ability strengthened her already strong Mana Coating and created something similar to the longsword shape she had used in the cave, sending a wave of force behind her slice. 
 
    According to the simulation, two enemies were supposed to show up on Ast’s back now so Miria shifted her posture and disappeared with a thump again. Asterios darted forward and extended his right arm horizontally to the side. 
 
    The panthergirl appeared in front of him with a gust of wind and he grabbed her arm, using it to change her direction and launch her ninety degrees to her right, behind his back. She flew at another target while spinning in the air with her shortswords in front of her. 
 
    While she pierced the opponent, Asterios rolled on the ground from the centrifugal force created by their sudden clash as they headed in the opposite ways. He jumped to his feet while still tumbling, unsheathed his dagger in the air, and shoved the blade into another target while getting thrown towards it.  
 
    The next part was about a sudden swarm of enemies. After pulling out his knife from the wooden board, he dashed to the middle of the clearing, sending Miria a clear intention of their next move. 
 
    He extended his left arm behind his back and Miria soon appeared to the side of him again, in full sprint. She made a pirouette, and as she was passing by, Ast’s hand grazed her belly, drawing a sigil in a fraction of a second, using all fingers at once without even looking.  
 
    She shot forward and vanished. Asterios watched as countless targets, along with their trees, began falling down right and left, second after second. Loud thumps of Miria's jumps accompanied the sound of the creaking wood. She was nowhere to be seen; not even during the moments when she had to slow down to take the lunges. 
 
    He pushed his hands forward and used both of them to draw a big circular sigil. After completing it, he brought a green crystal from his pouch and crushed it in his fist, blowing the created dust at the magic circle. Activating it, Asterios closed his eyes and soon felt another layer of connection with Miria. 
 
    He opened his eyes again. With his now sharpened senses, he was able to notice a visible shimmering of air in the spots where Miria stopped for a fraction of a second to launch herself at another target. 
 
    She was enveloped in Blur, a sigil that covered the user in a coating of mana, refracting the incoming light, making her almost invisible to the naked eye. Only seasoned adventurers were able to barely see the diffusion in the air. Or those possessing a special sight or ability to increase it. 
 
    Paired with his Haste, Miria was like a barely noticeable smudge, teleporting from point to point and obliterating whole trees with her boosted strikes. He was upholding three sigils and one sensory technique at once. 
 
    Asterios was sending Miria directions of her next targets through their connection, which was now slightly deepened for the duration of the battle. They didn’t manage to achieve the level of full mind sharing in less than two weeks of training, but they were getting decent with sending each other clear intentions and streams of images pretty much live. 
 
    Finishing the last marked target, Miria appeared in front of Asterios with her back to him, disabling the Blur sigil which she was able to control thanks to it being implanted into her spiritual circuits by her master. She took a lowered, defensive stance while breathing heavily. 
 
    Asterios looked around at all the carnage they had created together.  
 
    “End!” 
 
    Miria looked at him over her shoulder with a tense gaze. Asterios smiled widely. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    She dropped her arms and sighed, getting rid of the accumulated tension. Making a step backward, she rested her back on Ast’s chest. He caught her into his arms and they looked at each other, both smiling and panting. Miria closed her eyes and rubbed the back of her head against his collarbone while he scratched behind her ears. Her tail coiled around Ast’s waist. 
 
    “Haaaaah… So this is how a Summoner and their familiar fight…” she said while enjoying his pats and still catching her breath. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure most of them can’t uphold four techniques at once on their beasts though, hahaha.” 
 
    Miria opened her eyes and glanced upwards to meet his gaze. Asterios noticed it and smiled. In these past two weeks, he had learned how much she liked his glowing red eyes. Especially with vertical pupils from when he borrowed her enhanced vision. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s rest under one of the trees you didn’t tear into shreds. You can stare at them for as long as you want there,” he said to Miria while brushing through her hair. 
 
    She giggled cutely and they walked to sit in the shade of one of the remaining trees. Which weren’t that many left in the area. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21
Controversial Theory 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Asterios and Miria a moment before they reached an undamaged tree which actually gave a bit of shade with its crown. Even though they didn’t hang targets on every single one in the vicinity, Miria’s slashes sent afterwaves much deeper than Asterios expected. In just a week, she got very proficient in using his mana and she was growing with it considerably. 
 
    Naturally, it wasn’t just thanks to him. Miria herself was really talented and gifted with significant potential. During these two weeks, they had learned that, albeit he became much stronger after the event they started calling the awakening, using just his normal energy was still limiting Miria’s full strength in his world. It shouldn’t be forgotten that a summon’s power was closely linked to their master’s aptitude, who served as an anchor for the beast. 
 
    But, the moment he drew from the fiery source inside him, Asterios’s spiritual circuits would be filled with mana so potent that he was sure he wouldn’t limit even three summons of Miria’s strength at once. Knowing that fact, they both felt like the situation in the cave could have gone drastically different if only Asterios had been able to enter his awakened state at will at that time, letting Miria perform much better than what she was able to work with. 
 
    They spent a lot of time analyzing their mistakes. For Asterios, the biggest one was him not noticing the external change in his appearance and not investigating the weird power much deeper than what he did at that time. It might have gone differently if Miria had mentioned anything to Asterios, but he did not blame her since it was as much unknown to her as it was to him. 
 
    For Miria, it was mostly the lack of trust in her partner. She was used to working alone in her own world. And it was also the result of conflicting emotions in her mind. Miria had felt the immense power in Asterios during his outburst and the moments he used various techniques, but at the same time, he had shown her a lot of his memories where he was struggling a lot in the past, thus she couldn’t decide on which feeling to trust in the end. And that hesitation was her bane in the most crucial moment. 
 
    With these mistakes now fixed, and with a lot more knowledge about each other and themselves, they reached a new peak together. They knew it wasn’t anything to be proud of yet as Asterios explained to Miria a lot of things connected to summoning, their connection and the effects it had on her, which made her partially understand how close to the starting line they were even after two weeks of nothing but physical and mental training.  
 
    As they finally sat down to take a well-deserved rest, the duo glanced over the scarred battlefield one more time. Asterios chuckled at the sight. Someone could think that a small hurricane passed through the area. He turned to Miria who was leaning onto the tree by his side. 
 
    “Well. If they ever post a quest to gather lumber, I don’t think there would be anyone better than us to do the job.” 
 
    Miria laughed softly. “Maybe we should name our party The Woodcutters?” They both snickered. “This feels so much different than before. Just being connected straight to Master's latent mana makes me feel like I could do anything.” 
 
    “How are your reserves after this little show?” he asked. 
 
    “A bit over 60%. But, I mixed Master's into my circuits during the training as you had instructed me before.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Good. You are slowly getting the hang of drawing on my energy by yourself through the link. It will never be as good as a direct transfer, but it’s an important part of our abilities granted by the contract, allowing you to replenish your reserves from distance or to collect just enough mana from me to boost your abilities.” 
 
    He moved closer to her and Miria turned her back to him, knowing Ast’s intentions pretty well since what he was going to do had been a common occurrence during their practice. Asterios placed his hand on her back and began channeling his mana into her circuits, slowly, so that it got properly absorbed into her reserves. 
 
    “Nyaaaaaaaaa…” 
 
    A cute sigh escaped Miria’s mouth and her tail playfully coiled around Ast’s forearm. He chuckled. It always did that.  
 
    Moving his gaze from the fluffy rope, he noticed Miria looking back at him over her shoulder, with slightly red cheeks and a pouting expression. 
 
    “I can’t help it… It just feels too good…” 
 
    “Did I say anything?” He smiled at her. 
 
    Every time Asterios refilled her mana with his own through direct contact, it felt really pleasant and warm. It was hard not to succumb to the feeling. A few days ago, she also noticed something similar, but quite not exactly the same, to a sensation when they had kissed in the cave. She didn’t bring it up yet due to her shyness, but Miria didn’t want it to be the cause of another mistake which could have been avoided if she had just spoken up. She waited for Asterios to finish the process before turning to face him again. 
 
    “Ummm… I have a question. Maybe not a question, but an observation. Actually, I’m not sure… It’s just… that day in the cave, as you were administering the antidote, I felt kind of weird when our lips met…”  
 
    She tried her best to speak without averting her gaze but it was proving quite difficult. From Ast’s perspective, it was already a considerable step forward from how flustered she had been getting in the past, hindering her from speaking her mind properly. 
 
    “Could you explain it in a bit more detail?” Asterios assumed a focused expression. 
 
    “Hmmm… It was comparable to what I felt just right now during the transfer, but… there was like… something deeper? The sensation was much clearer and I think there was like a little tingle for a moment? And I’m sure that I received a bit of your energy at that time too.” 
 
    He stroked his chin while pondering over Miria’s words. “I don’t know. I didn’t notice anything like that, but that might have been skipped by my mind due to all the things happening around us. It’s also hard to tell what it could have been about. It’s hard to judge just from this. I guess I’ll have that in mind for whenever we end up in a similar situation again.” 
 
    Miria understood that Asterios didn’t want to investigate this further instantly due to her shy nature, but she would rather not delay it, not knowing how important this information could be. She shook her head in disagreement and looked up at Asterios with slightly rosy cheeks. 
 
    “I’ve told you that I’m willing to do anything for us to grow stronger, Master. We shouldn’t ignore things like this just because I’m a little bit embarrassed. Besides… we’ve already kissed twice… during our contract and in the cave…” She dropped her gaze to the ground. 
 
    “The first one was just a misunderstanding, and in the case of the second one, I pretty much forced it to make you drink the medicine. I also told you that I’m not going to make you do things that are uncomfortable for you.” Asterios reached out and began patting Miria’s head with a smile. 
 
    She enjoyed his hand for a moment, took a deep breath, and looked back up at him. “Since we are going to be developing the mind-sharing connection further in the future, I might as well say it clearly right now.”  
 
    Asterios retracted his arm and waited. Miria kept shooting embarrassed glances to the sides for a few seconds, but she forced herself to look straight at his face since it felt proper. 
 
    “I like you, Master.”  
 
    A heavy crimson blush painted her face and she softly grabbed on her tail, which had moved to the front, squeezing it with her hands placed on her thighs as she sat cross-legged. 
 
    “I know,” Asterios answered calmly. It was clear that she was going to continue so he waited. 
 
    “And… kissing someone you like is a common occurrence so it’s okay. We should really analyze everything related to our connection. We don’t know how important this may be. So… if Master is fine with it…”  
 
    She could barely muster the words out. Even though Asterios knew she liked him before, telling it to him in such a straightforward way made her heart race like crazy. He had already told her that he liked her too, but that little shadow of doubt persisted. She never could be sure what was his definition of like and how far it spanned, definitely not to the same extent as hers. They didn't spend so much time together as of now. Some might have viewed Miria's infatuation as illogical, but that didn't change the fact that she felt really good just being around him. 
 
    Asterios smiled kindly and tapped the grass by his side. Miria slowly moved closer and set her back against the tree again. She wasn’t sure if that was an invitation or even him agreeing, but she leaned her shoulder against Ast’s and kept stealing glances at his face to try and judge the situation. 
 
    He, in turn, placed his hand on top of hers, which still were clutching and squeezing the fluffy tail. That startled Miria a little, but she let him take it away from her grasp. Asterios stroked it for a moment, fixing the squashed fur, and released it. He put his hand into the now empty spot between hers. 
 
    “If you have to nervously knead something, use my hand instead of your cute tail, okay?” 
 
    She nodded shyly and grabbed Ast’s hand. He started slowly leaning closer to her face. Miria squeezed the firm palm of her master in anticipation of the approaching event. She closed her eyes and turned her face to match his.  
 
    Soon after, she felt a familiar sensation pressing on her lips. Chills enveloped Miria’s body as she savored the incoming warmth. It was their first proper kiss, with both sides clearly participating. Asterios didn’t do anything more than just brush their lips together, but that soft peck already felt completely different than the one-sided kiss during the contract or in the cave. The one similar thing was a very delightful tingling accompanying the connection of their mouths. 
 
    Asterios backed away after a moment and she opened her eyes to catch him slowly moving back. She wanted to experience that feeling for a bit longer. Then, Miria remembered the real reason why they did it and realized that she completely forgot about it during the kiss. It was actually a mistake she felt glad she made. 
 
    “Ummm… I didn’t catch the difference clearly enough so… could we try again?” she asked while moving her gaze away. 
 
    He chuckled, “Make sure to focus this time,” and began approaching her again. 
 
    She closed her eyes just before they joined their lips, but this time, Miria did her best to recall the sensation from back then, and as soon as she sensed Ast’s warmth, something akin to a spark of electricity passed through her mouth and a deeper connection was created. She could feel his mana flowing into her at a much faster rate than when Asterios was pouring it into her circuits directly. 
 
    While enjoying the amazing sensation of the kiss, Miria tried to suck more of Ast’s energy to check if it could be quickened and it actually worked as the bridge between them widened, resulting in more mana flowing through the link. Only after a slight chuckle from Asterios did Miria notice that she had also started sucking gently on his lips, peppering them with passionate kisses. 
 
    She broke off the embrace and hastily created some distance between them while her face got completely flushed. 
 
    “Ehehehe~ I’m sorry,” she apologized. 
 
    “For?” Asterios raised an eyebrow, still smiling at her. 
 
    Miria shook her head. “Nothing.” She also smiled. 
 
    Then Miria proceeded to explain what she had experienced to Asterios in as much detail as she could. He also informed her that he felt the same, even during the kiss where she didn’t pay enough attention, which made her blush even more while her tail danced happily. Asterios pondered over something for a moment. 
 
    “What do you think about it, Master?” She decided to inquire a bit into his contemplation. 
 
    “Well, it seems like we can share mana quicker and in larger quantities with a kiss than with a normal touch.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s another of the perks of your power?” Miria tilted her head. She noticed that she still had Ast’s hand between hers. He didn’t seem to mind so she held onto it for longer. 
 
    “It might be so, but I actually recall reading about something connected to this in the past.” 
 
    “Oh? What was it?” 
 
    Asterios’ gaze fixated on one point as he was trying to grab more details from his memory. “There was a researcher, a Summoner naturally, who wrote a book about the master/summon relationship, its development, and how it affects the bond and connection between the two. One of his statements was that the more intimate the contact during the transfer, the stronger and more potent the share of spiritual energy is and the faster they grow stronger together.” 
 
    Miria nodded. “That sounds interesting. He must have gathered a lot of followers with his theory.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. “Actually, quite the opposite.” 
 
    “Eh? Why?” 
 
    “Did you forget that you are quite the exceptional summon?” 
 
    Miria pondered for a moment. “Ah.” 
 
    “Yep. The poor man got accused of bestiality and chased out of the Human Continent. It's quite a frowned-upon practice here. His book got banned and most copies were burned. I had a chance to check it out thanks to one of the teachers who was quite nice to me having it in their personal collection. Part of the man’s work touched on the previously analyzed topic of how bodily fluids are a much better spiritual essence and energy carrier than pure mana through the link or direct touch.” 
 
    Just when Miria was starting to get a hold of her embarrassment, she went completely red again after imagining Asterios transferring his essence to her in a bit more intimate way than just a tiny kiss or touch. Noticing Ast’s gaze, she quickly hid her fully crimson cheeks behind her fluffy hands while squirming internally. It wasn’t like she hadn't ever pictured that, but now, she even had a factual reason which could lead to the thing actually happening. 
 
    He chuckled and reached to her head to ruffle through Miria’s hair and scratch behind her ears a little. “Hahahaha, no need to get so worked up over it.” 
 
    “Yesshhh…” She bit her tongue while answering, making Asterios chuckle even more. 
 
    After finally calming down, the duo discussed their performance a bit more. They felt ready to tackle some more tasks now. They knew pretty much everything about each other now. Asterios had explained to Miria all his spells and techniques and even every usable he had crafted or bought so that she would know what to expect in battle.  
 
    There were a lot of things he had on himself, but she understood that it was Ast’s way of assuring his safety in the past. The most common were the crystalized sigils which functioned as stored spells of low power but were helpful in many ways. They, unfortunately, put a high strain on the caster’s body when used. Another part of his arsenal was some simple stun and flash bombs. The biggest part of it was about a lot of chemicals and poisons which had naturally piled up during the years Asterios studied summoning. 
 
    There was just one thing that kept Miria wondering. “Master, are you going to summon more beasts now that you are stronger?” 
 
    “Definitely, but not instantly. I don’t know what might happen during the ritual now, so I’d like to prepare a bit more and possibly get at least medium-quality materials for that. I’m running quite low on them at the moment. I need to get a better grasp on the fervent energy inside me first. And, I don’t actually know what kind of entity I would want to try for. We should spend some more time on the battlefield and then decide together in what area we are lacking the most.” 
 
    Miria nodded cheerfully. “I agree! I’ll keep doing my best so that we can grow stronger!” 
 
    “Same here. Come on, let’s get back. Time to get some work done after our two-week-long break.” Asterios stood up and extended his arm towards her. 
 
    She grabbed it and raised herself with his help, slightly averting her gaze when they stood up close to each other. “Ummm… I think my mana pool is not yet full, so… if Master could...” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile and pulled Miria into one more gentle peck. After getting enough of the pleasant feeling, Miria broke it off with a giggle and skipped away from him while blushing heavily. They headed back towards Ast’s home while Asterios walked behind her, enjoying the sight of the gingerly steps Miria was taking with her hands joined behind her back and the happy dances her cute tail made. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
Mother’s Quest 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nearing the end of the forest, Miria switched back to her panther form and they rode together back to Ast’s house. He could still feel her elated mood even through her movements during the run. Asterios shook his head with a smile. She was just too adorable and innocent. 
 
    They arrived at their destination without any issues coming up. Most of the guards stationed at the gate had already gotten used to the big panther going in and out a few times a day and only stopped them infrequently to keep up the duty. 
 
    Miria transformed again after they got inside Ast's house. She liked to spend her time in the humanoid form whenever she had a chance. While they were heading for the stairs to the upper floor, Kindra peeked out of one of the rooms near the staircase. 
 
    “Asti! Miria! Welcome back! How did the training go?” 
 
    “Hello, Miss Kindra! I think it went really well! Master said it was perfect! We are slowly getting better… together…” Miria started with an energetic tone, but when she recalled the latter part of their practice, her shyness got the better of her and she averted her gaze with red cheeks. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and ruffled through her hair from behind. “As she said. Miria was amazing. Need help with something, Mom?” 
 
    His mother stepped out of the room and joined them in the corridor. “No, thank you, everything is going fine—… Actually…” She glanced at the duo and furrowed her brows, assuming a thinking expression. “What are you two planning to do now?” 
 
    “We are probably going to hit the guild and see if there’s anything going on there.” 
 
    “Then that’s perfect! I have to submit a task today about recruiting an escort for a delivery. We are sending two wagons to another town tomorrow. Do you guys want to participate?” She clasped her hands and smiled at them. 
 
    “Hmmm… It’s not that bad of an idea. The rank should be fine and I’m sure Miria would love to finally see some more scenery than just Rosewind’s walls and forests, right?” 
 
    “I’m fine doing whatever. I’ll follow Master’s decision.” She tried acting like it wasn’t a big deal, but Asterios and his mom could clearly see the excitement in her tail and twitching ears. 
 
    “It’s decided then! Let’s meet in front of the guild at five in the evening. I still need to pay a visit to the shop and arrange some stuff.” Kindra disappeared back where she had come from and the two proceeded further to Ast’s room. 
 
    While there, they went through some materials and utility items Asterios stored in various lockers. Miria was already familiar with most of them as he had explained them to her in detail. As of right now, he had some concussion, stun and smoke bombs and tens of various low-level spells imbued into crystal runes he usually carved himself to lower the cost. Of course, he still needed to visit a proper magician and enchanter to imbue them with magic. 
 
    He also had differently colored crystals which served as catalysts for many summoner’s techniques he couldn’t fully perform without their support, a set of vials with some poisons and liquids that could be used in a fight, and some other minor consumables. He looked more like some kind of a Thief or a Rogue rather than a Summoner in her eyes. But, considering his past, it wasn’t that shocking. The fact that he couldn’t use all those at school still didn’t stop Asterios from preparing himself for the future where he would graduate and step into the big world.  
 
    She admired him for his thoughtfulness. In the end, it saved their lives. Even though using the Limit Breaker had a chance of resulting in his death, as she later learned from Ast’s explanation, he was ready to take the risk to save her. It was a scary item but she understood that Asterios didn’t have any other options and even that was not sure to work properly since he never did something even closely similar to what he attempted in the cave. All was just pure theory without any practice. Like most of his techniques. But, they spent a lot of time fixing that. 
 
    Nevertheless, besides all these items, Ast’s room was obviously full of ingredients and materials she had never seen before until he showed them all to her during these two weeks. Well, at least some were familiar since they were present in her world too and she was sure a lot of them actually could be found there, just she didn’t know where they existed. 
 
    After getting done with what Asterios was looking for with Miria’s help, he sat by his desk and started scribbling something. Miria plopped herself down on his bed and waited patiently while gazing around. She knew it would be better if she just let him focus on whatever he was doing. She laid herself down and snuggled into the bedsheets which were giving a pleasant fragrance that reminded her of him. 
 
    “Miria.” 
 
    Hearing Ast’s voice, she shot up to a sitting position in an instant before he fully turned around. Asterios noticed her slightly flushed expression and shyly dancing tail. 
 
    “You okay there?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes! Of course! Ehehehe~” 
 
    “Right. I think we need to discuss one thing before we depart on the quest.” 
 
    “What is it, Master?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “We are obviously going to meet a lot more people from now on, and perhaps we will also join other parties for quests and such. Thus, we should talk about your forms. So far, you had always kept your panther shape most of the time.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, and I don’t mind acting as Master’s beast to keep up the appearances.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “Thank you, but it’s inevitable that you will have to transform in front of people at some point. We have already decided together to not unnecessarily limit ourselves, haven’t we? That’s why I think we should stop hiding you. You’d much rather accompany me in this form, right?” 
 
    “Mhm. I’d love to. But… is that really fine? What if someone asks about my features?” 
 
    “Well, as I said, it would happen one day. I don’t think we should straight-up lie about your background. I mostly wanted to avoid attention around the academy since it’s full of Summoners and researchers, but we are going to be traveling a lot now. If someone asks, we’ll just tell them our connection, but if they don’t, you just introduce yourself as a normal person of some rare race. Anyway, that’s just my opinion. I wanted to know what you think or want to do. We are a team,” Asterios said. 
 
    Miria felt really happy that he valued her input so much. She wouldn’t mind just following the advice he presented at any time. She smiled widely and nodded her head again. 
 
    “I want to walk by Master’s side as a person. That way, I can protect Master even better. And also… I think... it would just feel nice.” She sent him a shy glance. 
 
    “I guess it’s decided then. We could always say that it’s just your innate ability to transform. And it’s not that far off I think. It’s better this way. I don’t want you to get hurt because you hesitated to switch shapes due to someone being around.”  
 
    Asterios stood up and moved to the bed where he sat on her side and began patting Miria’s head. She leaned onto him and let Asterios brush through her hair affectionately.  
 
    “Thank you, Master. I promise I won’t hesitate anymore.” 
 
    “You know that you don’t have to call me master all the time, right?” he asked while scratching behind the ear of the joyful panthergirl. 
 
    “Do you dislike it?” She looked up curiously, with a slightly concerned expression. 
 
    “No, absolutely not. Just making sure.” 
 
    “Then I’d like to keep using it. You are, in fact, my master. And… this might sound a bit weird, but… I… I like calling you that…” She hid her face in his chest while mentioning the latter part. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Was it like that in the story?” He recalled her mentioning the tale about Princess Kaguya and how much she loved it. 
 
    Miria shyly nodded her head with her face still hidden from sight. 
 
    “Got it. Feel free to do so as much as you want. To be honest, it kinda makes me happy too, so I guess you are not the only weird one here.” 
 
    He played with the cute, twitching ears a bit more to the amusement of them both, and the duo left to the town soon after to pick up some things on the way to the guild. Naturally, even though Miria could now walk openly, she still insisted on serving as Ast’s mount and he had nothing against it. They visited a few shops and workshops to stock up on consumables and some other stuff for the possible journey that awaited them. 
 
    Shortly before five, Asterios and Miria arrived in front of the guild's building and met up with Kindra. Miria switched to her humanoid shape and they entered together. Some people caught onto the unusual appearance but no one approached them, which was good. There definitely were a few discussions sparked here and there.  
 
    Kindra didn’t pay attention to anyone around and beelined straight to Ellie’s post. She always submitted her requests to the adorable receptionist. They loved to chat about all kinds of things. Especially about Asterios. But, it wouldn’t be possible today since he came with her. 
 
    She energetically leaned over the counter and greeted the receptionist focusing on some paperwork. “Ellieeeeeeeeeee! Are you busy?” 
 
    The girl raised her gaze and smiled kindly. “Miss Kindra! Welcome! Oh, Asterios, you came too! And…” 
 
    “Hi, Ellie.” Miria waved with her furry hand. 
 
    “Hello, Miria. I did not expect to see you like this in the guild.” She glanced at Asterios questioningly. 
 
    “Can’t have her act forever.” He shrugged and nodded his head towards his mother. 
 
    “Ah! I’m sorry! How can I help you, Miss Kindra?” She hastily turned to the woman. 
 
    “How could you forget about me like that, Ellie! I know that Asti is just so handsome, but we are best friends, aren’t we?” Kindra showed a playful pout, making Asterios chuckle. She, a mature woman, always loved playing like this. 
 
    “That’s not it! I was just surprised to see Miria in her humanoid form!” The receptionist girl started panicking a bit and waved her hands at the woman on the other side of the counter. Kindra smirked. “Ah! I mean, I don’t dislike you or anything! You are a really good man and nice and kind and… and… ahhhhhhhhh! What am I even talking about!?” She turned to Asterios to clarify but realized that there was nothing to actually explain. 
 
    Ast’s mom couldn’t stop giggling to herself. “You are just too easy to tease, Ellie.” 
 
    It was the cute receptionist’s turn to pout, but her expression was much more real than the fake one Kindra did previously. Asterios shook his head. 
 
    “Mom, stop bullying all the girls I know. I’m already running low on friends without your help and I don’t need more of them avoiding me because of your tricks.” 
 
    “That’s mean! It’s your fault I have to do all the work! You are nineteen already! If I won’t step in then you will never find a girlfriend with how reserved you are!” Kindra started hitting Ast’s chest with her fists. 
 
    “Girlfriend?!” 
 
    “Girl… friend…” 
 
    Ellie went completely red while Miria dropped her gaze to the ground and to the side, stealing quick glances at Asterios. Kindra opened her eyes wide and started ostentatiously pointing both of her arms at the receptionist and the panthergirl like some merchant showcasing their wares while not dropping eye contact with her son even for a moment. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and bonked her on the head. 
 
    “Ow! How could you hit your own mother… If you keep being like this, you will stay a vir—” 
 
    “Any more of that and I’m ending the good morning kisses.” 
 
    “—I want to submit a task. Could you give me the form for the escort one, please?” 
 
    Asterios almost snorted at how fast his mother changed her way of speaking into a polite one as she hastily stopped all her actions and turned to the girl she was teasing, with a professional smile on her face. Ellie found that too funny and chuckled. 
 
    “Certainly, Miss Kindra. Let’s go over the details together.” 
 
    Then, they proceeded to note down all the required information without any further mischief from Kindra. When the good morning kisses were on the line, she would never dare to overstep her boundaries. There was too much to be lost. 
 
    After going through all the documentation, they pinned the request on the quest board. It was ranked as D since the route had possible monster or beast encounters, but Asterios could join without worry due to it being a party quest. And naturally, Ellie registered them for it instantly. The departing time was set to be tomorrow. There would certainly be people up for it in a few hours with a decent payment when compared to the quite low threat. 
 
    They thanked the receptionist for help and headed back. Asterios took his mother onto Miria and they rode altogether. She had a lot of fun with that little trip on the great black panther with her hair fluttering in the wind. 
 
    The next morning, Kindra asked for one more ride and the duo agreed, smiling at each other. Everything at Ast’s mother’s shop was already prepared and sent to the two wagons waiting near the main gate, but she wanted to do a last check with her employees to be sure. It was normal for them to worry this much; they were dealing with lots of jewelry. It was quite a huge transport. They were sharing some products with another branch under which Kindra was running her own store. 
 
    With everything pretty much confirmed, she kissed Asterios and Miria goodbye and let them go to the meeting point. Still having a decent amount of time left, the duo strolled through the city and grabbed something to eat. Asterios brought Miria to one of his favorite stalls with garlic bread. It so happened that she liked it as much as he did and they shared a long baguette together. She was even happier than him, getting to know that they shared more things in common. 
 
    Done eating, Miria shapeshifted and they rode to their destination. Full and in good mood, they arrived near the gate and easily found the two wooden wagons on the side. Besides coaches, there was already a group of three people sitting by it. You could tell from their getups that they were adventurers.  
 
    One tall human girl with long brown hair tied into a ponytail, a two-handed sword behind her back, and leather armor. Talking to her was a dwarf with a grey beard and similarly colored leather and textile set of clothes. He looked like your typical Rogue. Two daggers and a crossbow on the back. On their side, sitting on a bench and reading a book, was another human. A man this time; in dark green robes and holding a wooden staff. Most likely the healer of the party. They all had D-rank shoulder plates. 
 
    The athletic woman noticed the approaching duo. “Finally. What took you so long?” 
 
    Asterios raised one of his brows at her. “There’s still half an hour until the meeting time. I’d say that we are quite early.” 
 
    The woman clicked her tongue. “You newbies need to better value your time. You should always turn in earlier to prepare. We need to know how much of dead weight you will be to us.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. Great. A solo group. Let’s just keep the interaction to a minimum and let them do the work as they would want it. 
 
    “Anyway, go rent a horse from the stables and we’ll talk some shit about ourselves then,” the woman added. 
 
    “No need,” Asterios replied, patting Miria’s back, who was standing by his side in her panther form. 
 
    “Ha?” The woman eyed the beast. “This thing might look quite strong, but you are a Summoner, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you plan on riding it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Haaaaaaaaah…” She facepalmed and sighed. “You little shits always brag how great you are… Oh, It will be a piece of cake! I can withstand a day or two with my beast out! Who needs horses when you can ride a wolf! But, a few hours pass, and the valiant steed goes POOF! Go get a horse, kid.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. I know my limits. I don’t plan on hindering the party.” Asterios kept his stance. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake... Douhlim, hammer some wisdom into that idiot’s head!” She put her hands on her hips and glanced down at the dwarf. 
 
    “Listen to momma, boy. No need to act tough. She’s not even into men, ehehehe—umph!” 
 
    He earned himself a kick in an ankle and fell down to roll over the ground. The woman shook her head. 
 
    “If I won’t be able to follow, you can just leave me behind. There won’t be any problems with the guild. My mother is the one who put that quest up,” Asterios continued. 
 
    “Oooooh, great. A little birdie leaving its nest with the help of a doting parent. Whatever! You are not riding on any of our horses if your summon gets done. Not like you would even be able to. You guys get so pathetically weak after you overstrain your spiritual circuits that you can barely move.” She waved her hand in a disinterested way and the group gathered together. 
 
    The woman shortly introduced each member of her party and explained what was their usual role and special abilities. The dwarf’s name was Douhlim, the human man was Tesser, and she was Rudy. Asterios also briefly summarized his abilities, explaining how Miria would fill the blanks they would leave on the battlefield, switching from secondary aggro to secondary attacker or defensive support. She was mostly a close-combat specialist while he focused on buffing her and could use some low-tier magic via his consumables. He, of course, mentioned that she could take a humanoid form, but the trio just glanced at each other and exploded into a laugh. 
 
    After the short introduction and making everyone understand their main and secondary roles, they prepared to depart under Rudy’s leadership. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 23
Goblin Crossing 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The guards registered the departure and the wagons were moved through the gate. Since there were just two medium-sized carts, the party assumed a square formation, with each person covering one side of the convoy. 
 
    Rudy was naturally at the front, leading the company. Tesser and Douhlim took the sides, which left the back to Asterios and Miria. That way, the trio could quickly cooperate when something happened ahead of them.  
 
    Asterios was aware that they placed him in the back due to his previous statement and the fact that, in their eyes, an E-rank Summoner wasn’t much, but it didn’t bother him in the slightest. It did seem that the party had some experience behind their belt already so he had no problem with following their lead. 
 
    Everyone got on their horses, Asterios on Miria, and they left Rosewind without any issues coming up. Few minutes after they departed, Asterios scratched her side and leaned himself forwards. 
 
    ~You were pretty quiet back there. You fine?~ he spoke to Miria through their connection. 
 
    She purred at him. ~I can’t stir trouble for Master every time someone acts rude. And… she doesn’t feel like a bad person. Perhaps a little bit rough.~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled. ~Good. And I think the same. They most likely had their fair deal of incompetent Summoners in the past. Rosewind is called The Hub of Summoners not without a reason. And the fact that we are E-rank doesn’t help. Let’s just act according to the situation. We’ll fill in their blanks.~ 
 
    ~Roger that. I’ll do my best!~ 
 
    ~Tell me when you start feeling tired, I’ll revitalize you a bit with my magic,~ Asterios suggested. 
 
    He could feel Miria pouting in his mind. ~Master! I know my limits as well as you know yours! Actually, I know them better since that power is still new to you!~ 
 
    He smiled and moved his hand to her ears. ~That’s most likely true. Don’t worry, I trust you. That’s not a reason to not make it easier for you, right? We’ll be on the road for at least ten hours.~ 
 
    ~I’ll have you know that I can run at my previous best speed for exactly fifty-nine hours straight, Master,~ Miria conveyed with pride emanating from her consciousness. 
 
    ~Ohhhh, that really is a lot. You must have been in a hurry somewhere to reach such a record.~ 
 
    Miria felt satisfied with his reaction. She wasn’t the best out of everyone in her village, but she certainly wasn't at the bottom of the ladder of the fastest people. 
 
    ~Fufufu. I wasn’t running anywhere important. I just wanted to test myself as many of us beastfolk like to do. At least those who take pride in their speed and endurance. Many of the feline and canine bloodlines with shifting innate abilities compete with each other in that field. Now that I think of it, I wonder how much that score would change after I contracted Master.~ 
 
    ~I see. Your kind seems like interesting people.~ 
 
    They continued the journey while chatting with each other from time to time about random topics. Asterios was really happy to learn about a race he had never heard of previously and Miria couldn’t feel any more proud to tell him all about herself and her people, boasting about their respective strong fields. 
 
    During the day, the dwarf had been checking on him every few hours to see if Asterios was still following the group. Douhlim was slightly surprised to see the boy casually ride on the big panther’s back like it was nothing.  
 
    He clicked his tongue after the third time he had done his checkup. They had bet on how long the brat would last and it looked like his guess of six hours, which already was quite a stretch when recalling their past expeditions, lost him a few gold coins. Not as many as Rudy though, who was adamant about him falling over after three. It looked like their healer was going to win. Again. 
 
    The dwarf increased the pace of his horse and appeared by the side of the woman leading their group. She glanced at him with one brow raised and a knowing smirk after seeing his face. 
 
    “Can’t wait to part with your money this much?” She chuckled. 
 
    “Jokes on you, he is still going strong as if we just started.” Douhlim stopped showing his fake mournful expression and released a hidden grin. 
 
    “What? How? Did he sneak into the wagon to rest?” She furrowed her brows. 
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “Impossible. We would have heard that instantly with all the jiggly and tingly stuff in there.” 
 
    “Tsch. How is Tesser always right about them?” 
 
    “Magicians.” Douhlim shrugged. 
 
    While the two were talking, the panther arrived by their side, naturally, with its rider present. 
 
    “There’s company ahead. At least a dozen. Doesn’t look like an ambush; more like they are just going to cross the road. Most likely Goblins. We could wait it out,” Asterios conveyed in a calm tone what Miria had just informed him about a minute ago. 
 
    The duo looked at each other, surprised. It was usually their mage who informed them about potential threats through sensing mana signatures of monsters or beasts. 
 
    “And how would you know that while being far in the back?” Rudy sent him a glare, suspecting that Asterios might be bluffing to catch a breather. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and pointed downwards with his thumbs. “Do I need to explain the difference between a human nose and the one of a predatory beast?” 
 
    ~Ugh. Seriously, the stench is so strong that I wouldn’t be able to miss it even if I tried,~ Miria commented in their minds. 
 
    “So, what’s the decision, leader?” he asked. 
 
    Rudy pondered for a moment. “You sure about the number?” 
 
    *GROOOWL* 
 
    “That was a yes,” Asterios said. 
 
    The woman raised her brow and stared at the panther. It raised its head and locked its gaze with hers. A faint shiver ran down her spine. 
 
    “Fine. Tesser!” she shouted and the mage soon joined the group on the front. “We got a few Goblins in front. Team decision, we wait for them to pass or earn ourselves a few more coins on the side.” 
 
    The man glanced at Miria and grinned. “You want to recoup your losses from our bet already?” 
 
    “Fuck you. We should have never gambled with you. Just watch, I’ll expose your tricks one day.” Rudy snorted at the healer. 
 
    “Good luck with that.” He exploded into a hearty laugh. “I’m in for whatever.” 
 
    “My ass is itchy. Some exercise would be nice,” Douhlim added his two cents. 
 
    “It’s decided then. Let’s go with the usual formation. The new kid will watch the wagons.” 
 
    Everyone returned to their positions. Asterios sighed. They didn’t even bother asking him. But, in the end, he would prioritize the shipment anyway so he was fine with letting them have a go at the Goblins while he stood back. He prayed for it to be just Goblins and nothing more. Miria didn’t report any other scents coming from that direction. 
 
    A few minutes later, Asterios and Miria heard a whistle from their leader. The coach of the first wagon slowed down and made space for the second one to arrive by its side. They both stopped. The duo also moved around them to take a peek.  
 
    The adventuring party jumped off their horses and started prepping up while the sound of a small horn traveled through the air. There were six Goblins visible on the road ahead, holding some low-quality swords or spears, and trashy wooden shields. Forest spanned on both sides of the road, most likely covering the rest of them. 
 
    Asterios sent Miria a mental request and she stood up on her hind legs, allowing him to climb onto the flat wooden roof of one of the carriages. He quickly crouched down. While this position gave him a great view of the surroundings, any archer had a clear shot at him, if there were any amongst the Goblins. 
 
    Tesser cast some kind of a shielding-type spell on Rudy and Douhlim, covering their bodies with an almost invisible layer of additional protection. He also prepared something similar for himself. The attacking duo rushed forward into the group of six monsters while he followed them with some distance. 
 
    Asterios guided Miria to the back and they connected their minds a little bit more, deepening their sense-sharing. They weren’t able to show each other what they saw live, but with this, they could easily send quick images and thoughts to each other, and cover both the front and back of the convoy. 
 
    He sensed slight annoyance at the party from her now that they shared more than just surface thoughts, and sent Miria some appreciation her way. She replied with an image of her head pressing into Ast’s hand, making him smile. They stopped the unnecessary flirting and focused on their respective tasks. 
 
    The adventures reached the Goblins, which prepared for the assault by setting up three guys with shields in the front. That, unfortunately for them, didn’t help much. Rudy set her foot hard on the ground and cleaved horizontally through them with a roar, slicing the first Goblin on the path of her sword in half and sending the other two flying to the back. 
 
    Douhlim, even though being a slightly burly Dwarf, moved nimbly under his leader’s sword as she was cutting through the enemy. He dropped into a slide to avoid the blade and threw two daggers into the backs of the Goblins sent into the air by the human woman. He pushed himself off the ground, and after their opponents fell down, he drew his two stilettos and pierced their chests while landing on his knee in between them. 
 
    A spear wielder tried to impale him but got hit with a Firebolt into the face before it had a chance to make a proper thrust. The dwarf dashed further, cutting the burned Goblin’s neck as he passed the greenskin, and engaged another, shortsword-wielding one, swiftly dancing around it. 
 
    When Rudy caught up to him, three more enemies ran out of the forest from their left and two from the right. Douhlim finished his opponent in a flash while the woman also dealt with the last one of the first six by impaling it with her greatsword as it looked away at her companion. They stepped closer to each other and pressed their backs together, facing the opposite ways. 
 
    Asterios suddenly received a mental ping, followed by an image of two Goblins jumping out of the trees near the back of the carriages. When he turned around, one of them was already being torn into two in Miria’s jaws while the other one tried to find an angle with its spear, but she kept violently shaking its companion, preventing any attempts. 
 
    He heard the sound of a bowstring being drawn between the trees to his right and instantly notified Miria, who jumped to the side just in time to avoid an arrow coming straight at her from behind. Asterios left the visible opponent to her and started running on the roof of his carriage in the direction of the hidden archer. 
 
    Drawing his dagger with one hand, and a small orange-red stone from a pouch with the other, he jumped off the wagon and threw the object in the general direction of the arrow, after filling it with his mana as he was descending to the ground.  
 
    It exploded with an audible pop somewhere in the sea of trees, followed by a single yelp of surprise. Already on the ground, Asterios dashed towards the source and found the Goblin already notching another arrow. While the stone didn’t really affect it in any way, it helped him pinpoint the exact location of the assailant, which, distracted by the rock, definitely didn’t expect someone to jump at it from the side and slice its throat. 
 
    Asterios quickly glanced around, but there weren’t any more of them in that spot. Even though they would have reacted to the invasive flash of the exploding Brightstone, because that’s how the ore he had just used was called, he preferred to still keep his guard up while surrounded by bushes and trees. When he returned, Miria had already finished the other Goblin and ran up to him, shaking her head to the sides a lot. 
 
    ~Bleh. Looks like they taste like piss in Master’s world too. I’m going to puke.~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled and scratched her head. “You could have just shifted and cut them down.” 
 
    ~It was faster like this. I’m fine. I’ve chomped on worse things.~ 
 
    He looked to the front to check on the battle there and it seemed like the human-dwarf duo was faring pretty well. Not that unexpected. Those were just your usual, weak Goblins. He noticed a blue glint on the left side of the trees, somewhere in between the wagons and the healer, who was casting another Firebolt.  
 
    His eyes widened. A Goblin Shaman was finishing preparing Ice Needle aimed at the back of the man. There was no way he would notice mid-chant. Miria didn’t need anything more than the shared thought to understand her role and broke into a dash instantly. 
 
    At the same time, Asterios drew the Haste sigil in the dirt with just three quick strokes and slammed his palm against it so hard it sent a shiver through his body. Miria pushed herself off the ground the second she felt his energy and vanished with a soft boom. 
 
    It was too late to stop the Shaman. When Miria made the jump, the icy projectile was starting its flight. But, they both knew it. She did not aim for the caster. She flew by the side of the healer with a strong gust of wind following her and landed on the ground in front of him, creating long drag marks with her paws, with her side turned to Tesser. 
 
    “What the f—” 
 
    *CRACK* *SHATTER* *BOOM* 
 
    She closed her jaws with enough force to crush the icy lance she had caught with her mouth and disappeared from his view with another explosion of air, kicking up a cloud of dust in the place where she had been just a second ago. 
 
    “Gyaaaaa!” 
 
    Tesser turned around towards the source of the high-pitched scream and saw the black panther tearing off the head of a Goblin Shaman with her jaws while holding its body down with her strong leg. He instantly connected the dots and understood what had just transpired.  
 
    The big cat threw the green head onto the road and glanced at him. He quickly nodded at the beast which answered with the same motion and disappeared from the spot after taking a lowered stance, kicking up leaves and making the bushes flutter. 
 
    Rudy and Douhlim already finished the other enemies and approached the slightly dazed mage. 
 
    “What was that bang from earlier?” the woman asked, catching her breath after the battle. 
 
    Tesser pointed at the remnants of the ice projectile, decapitated head of a Goblin Shaman, and then towards the wagons, where Asterios was currently patting Miria by their side, who was affectionately rubbing her head against his chest. 
 
    “I think I just saw the panther Blink three times in a row.” 
 
    “Pffffffffffft, yeah, hahaha. Did one of the little shits hit your head with a stone? A beast using Blink? Even you can’t do that yet.” The dwarf laughed. 
 
    He shook his head. “I would have ended with at least a dent in my chest if not for its intervention.” 
 
    Not wanting to argue with the duo, he left them and walked up to Asterios, who was helping Miria get rid of the Goblin blood in her mouth with some water, and thanked them both for help. They collected the ears of the three Goblins in the back while the other adventurers dealt with the front.  
 
    After throwing the bodies further into the woods to not lure too many wild beasts near the road, they resumed their travel. It wouldn’t be wise to make a camp close to the battlefield. Two hours later, it slowly started getting darker and they decided to stop for the day. They covered a decent distance already. 
 
    Everyone got their backpacks off the wagons and started putting up tents for the night. As Asterios walked up to the group without even a small bag, they realized that they didn’t see any on him back in the town. They had completely missed that detail because all of them dropped their loads off much earlier. 
 
    As Rudy was standing up to go and confront the complete idiot in her eyes, Miria’s panther body got enveloped in a black mist, and after three seconds, a silhouette shot upwards. A girl with short black hair, in red leather armor, appeared by the boy’s side. 
 
    “Wha—” She froze. Like the rest of them. 
 
    They watched as Asterios brushed through her hair for a moment while the girl gingerly squirmed under his palm and then jumped into a shadowy crimson portal. A few moments later, she was back with a big backpack in her hands and they brought out their own tent, starting to set it up. 
 
    Miria obviously noticed their gazes, stood up, and turned around. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked with a soft voice while tilting her head and making a curious expression. 
 
    Rudy stood there with her mouth wide open, blinked a few times, and slowly shook her head. Miria smiled beautifully and went back to helping Asterios with their tent. They disappeared inside shortly after finishing. 
 
    The woman glanced back at the rest of her squad over her shoulder with her arms extended towards the duo’s shelter. Douhlim and Tesser looked at each other and then at her, shrugging their shoulders to show their lack of insight into the situation. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios had to squeeze Miria hard into his chest or the people outside would hear her intense chuckling and giggling after seeing their utterly shocked faces. She barely held back long enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24
A Dinner For Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria finally started calming down after like five minutes of constant laughing. She stepped back, getting herself off Ast’s chest while some stifled giggles were still escaping her lips. She took a few deep breaths, having to pause for a moment to control more of the chuckles trying to surface, and glanced at smiling Asterios. 
 
    “Looks like you are having fun,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master, but the look on their faces. I just can’t stop laughing when I recall it.” She blocked her lips with her hand to muffle another giggle. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “I told them.“ 
 
    “I know! And that’s why it’s so much more fun! That woman didn’t know what to do when I spoke to her!” Miria managed to tame down her laughter. “I hope they will now respect Master more.” 
 
    He brushed through her hair. “They definitely will respect you a lot. Especially that mage. You pretty much saved his life, even if he had protection on himself, possibly lowering the lethality of that attack.” 
 
    “We saved him. I wouldn’t have been able to do that by myself, Master!” Her tail danced proudly. 
 
    “Right, right.” 
 
    They got to arranging the interior. The tent was slightly bigger this time, allowing them to walk pretty much straight. It was wide enough for them to lie down, and long for around two people.  
 
    Asterios finished setting up his sleeping bag on one side of the shelter and noticed that Miria stood with hers in her hands, slightly hesitating. He sat down and turned around.  
 
    “Need help?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I… ummm…” Her gaze wandered all over the ground. 
 
    Asterios sighed a bit. “I don’t mind.”  
 
    He tapped his bed a few times, making it clear that he had guessed Miria’s unasked question. It wasn’t that hard to realize with her tail shyly swishing behind her back while she covered part of her face with the unrolled bedroll.  
 
    He didn’t need to clarify. Miria was aware that he had figured out her intentions and nodded timidly with a slight blush creeping onto her cheeks. 
 
    She shoved the mattress to the side and noticed Asterios pulling out some rations from their backpack. “Ah! Master, wait!” She walked closer and stopped him. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “I… Since we have time, I’ll go and prepare something better at home. That is if Master doesn’t mind waiting for a moment,” she suggested, looking at him with gleaming eyes, waiting for approval. 
 
    “Of course I don’t. But, you don’t need to put too much wor—” Before he could finish, Miria already jumped into the portal, ignoring the latter part of his sentence, too happy for the earned chance. Asterios chuckled. “This girl. I hope she won’t try cooking anything complex she didn’t attempt previously. For her own safety.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long it would take Miria to finish and he didn’t want to peek at her to ruin the surprise, so Asterios decided to check on the rest of the party. They should have had enough time to calm down and talk with each other a bit already. 
 
    Leaving the tent, he found two campfires set up. One was being used by the coachmen and the other by Rudy and her squad. It looked like their drivers weren’t exactly the types to socialize a lot and preferred each other’s company. Not like it bothered him in any way. 
 
    Not intending to just waste time, Asterios stepped back into the tent and picked up a wooden box from the backpack. With it in hand, he walked towards the spot where the adventurers were currently grilling a wild rabbit they had stumbled onto on their path not that long before they stopped to rest. 
 
    They obviously noticed him coming and watched in silence as he sat near the fire on the opposite side and opened the wooden container. Asterios picked up an unrefined orange crystal from it, pulled out his ornamental knife, and started carving it very carefully. The little bits coming off it were sent into the fire, creating small explosions. Everyone was surprised to see him chisel a gemstone with ease. Tesser could feel that the small dagger was special in some way. 
 
    Douhlim nudged Rudy with his elbow and signaled at the boy with his eyes after she looked at him. The woman sighed. It was her responsibility as the leader to speak up. As rarely as it happened, she really hated apologizing, but this time they were clearly in the wrong. 
 
    She stood up and walked to Asterios. He stopped his work and looked up at the muscular woman standing above him with arms crossed over her chest and quite an uncertain expression.  
 
    “It appears that we’ve been slightly mistaken about your expected contribution into this quest,” she began. 
 
    Asterios returned his focus to the crystal. “Happens all the time. I bet you had your reasons.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true, but still, we labeled you as weak during our first meeting even though you tried to assure us that you aren’t.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You weren’t that far off. I was the weakest summoner in the history of the academy. At least until I got expelled a few weeks ago.” 
 
    Rudy frowned. She had a hard time believing that revelation. Him? Expelled? If he was considered the weakest then what should be said about the guys they had met in the past? Were they fakes? All five cases? Impossible. 
 
    “Nevertheless, we came out as kinda rude and didn’t even care to listen, yet you not only proved us wrong by riding on your… beast? For the whole time, but also saved Tesser’s stupid ass from at least getting impaled, if not worse. So, we owe you an apology. Well… Sorry about that.” 
 
    Others nodded accordingly to her words. Asterios waved his hand. “Forget it. I didn’t take it personally. It’s all good if we are cleared up.” 
 
    “I see. Well, if you have anything to say about our current team composition then feel free to do so and we’ll properly discuss it with you this time.” 
 
    “We are fine with the current one. I’ll keep watching over from the sidelines and jump in when necessary.”  
 
    Asterios glanced over the finished crystal and put it back in the box. Rudy returned to her seat and they started chatting more casually. Tesser spoke to Asterios the most, especially about the techniques Miria had used. He explained the details, but the man still couldn’t quite believe that his beast was able to achieve such results with just Haste. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, in Miria’s world, her mother had just entered the house to bring out something Miria’s father required in his workshop. Shortly after she passed the door to the kitchen, she stopped abruptly. A joyful humming could be heard from the room, accompanied by the rhythmic tapping of a knife hitting a cutting board. She slowly backtracked and took a peek inside through the open door.  
 
    Miria was standing by the counter and making a set of sandwiches. She prepared a lot of stuff around, like cucumbers, tomatoes, lettuce, and boiled eggs. She was currently dealing with tomatoes. 
 
    Her mother raised an eyebrow and leaned herself over the door frame, observing Miria’s clearly joyous movements. Her head was tilting from side to side with each chop. Her tail was changing sides accordingly to her happy humming, and even her ears twitched from time to time. Miria’s whole posture was bouncing around. She seemed lost in her own, small world. A smile began forming on her mother’s lips. 
 
    “Honey, are you having trouble findin—mwwhhhm…” 
 
    “Shhh!”  
 
    Miria’s father came in looking for his wife since she was taking a bit of time to get the item. She quickly covered his mouth and shushed the man with short, blond hair down. She nodded her head towards the inside of the kitchen. Her husband followed it with his eyes, which widened in surprise after noticing Miria. 
 
    He slowly moved his wife’s hand away from his mouth, which was now left wide open. 
 
    “Is she… making sandwiches?” he asked in disbelief. 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Her? Preparing food? No way.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Yet, it’s happening. Right in front of our eyes.” 
 
    “She, who always found that a chore and shirked away from it whenever possible, willingly using so many ingredients just for some sandwiches? And she’s making so many!” he whispered. 
 
    Miria’s mom chuckled very quietly. “That’s a girl in love for you.” 
 
    The man looked at his wife. “Love? Didn’t they meet like less than three weeks ago?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. You were the one to feed her with all those stories about Kaguya and now you are surprised that she fell for a man in almost the exact same situation as the legend portrays?” 
 
    “... Fair enough. If a charming princess summoned me to another realm, I’d pledge my life to her in an instant—ouch!” He felt a piercing elbow on his stomach. “Before I met you, that is!” The woman giggled and he pulled her into a hug from behind. 
 
    They stood together in the doorway and watched their daughter deal with food out of her own volition. It was truly a rare sight as Miria usually just grabbed whatever was on display or whatever her mother had prepared, saying that putting effort into something like this was a complete waste of time. And right now, she was truly enjoying herself to the fullest with the supposedly pointless chore while looking all giddy. 
 
    Miria finished preparing all the sandwiches, placed them on a silver tray, and sprinkled a pinch of salt and pepper on them for some additional effect. 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    She placed her hands on her hips and proudly puffed her chest out. She couldn’t wait to share them with Asterios. After checking through their connection, she verified that he had already returned to the tent and was waiting for her patiently. She focused completely on her work so she didn’t hear or see what they talked about in the other world, but she knew it went well. 
 
    Miria picked up the tray and joyfully spun around with it in her hands, giggling cutely. She stopped after two full circles and prepared herself to walk through a portal to Ast’s realm, but the moment her own world ended spinning, she noticed two figures leaning over the door frame and smiling at her widely. She froze completely. Not a single strand of hair on her whole body dared to move. 
 
    “Man, I’m jealous. The last time you made me some was like on my birthday when you were seven I think. Those look tasty as hell.” Her dad eyed the enticing sandwiches. 
 
    She could feel her face getting red with each passing second. Miria made sure that both of her parents were out before she started and yet they had been watching for who knows how long. 
 
    “Some say that the way to a man's heart is through his stomach.” Her mother chuckled. “Tell me when I should start expecting some kitten—” 
 
    Miria launched herself through the portal before the woman had a chance to finish her sentence. 
 
    “Whoops. Looks like that part of her did not change in the slightest,” Miria’s mom commented with another chuckle. 
 
    The man shook his head with a wry smile. “No surprises there. You keep teasing her like this for years.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault that she is so shy and passive. No decent beastfolk would get seriously interested in her if she kept being this way. I had to mop the floor with you three times before you acknowledged me, even though I knew you had a thing for me. But well, I guess humans are different.” 
 
    “Ugh… Could we… not come back to that? My pride… kind of shatters each time I recall it...” 
 
    The woman snickered, turned around, grabbed the man by the collar, and pulled his face close to hers. “Either that or your pelvis. The choice is yours.” Miria’s father gulped audibly as the woman gazed intently into his eyes with a wicked smile while licking her lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the other realm, Asterios saw the dark crimson portal opening and stood up just to get slammed back down when Miria shot through the gate like a ballista bolt. He noticed the silver tray flying out of her hands and somehow managed to support it as he crashed with his back onto the floor, with Miria landing on his chest. 
 
    He exhaled heavily and redirected his eyes from the tray he held on the side to Miria’s face, which was now pretty much in front of his, as close as to make their lips almost touch. She was completely flushed and now additionally wide-eyed at the position they found themselves in. He could feel that it wasn’t the only reason why she looked so embarrassed. 
 
    Asterios waited for a moment but she seemed almost paralyzed. Only her slightly quivering eyes were changing focus from his own pupils to his lips. It looked like she was going to say something, but she stopped herself. He smiled and prepared to raise both of them up when Miria hastily closed the distance and left a quick peck on his lips, sitting up instantly and looking away. 
 
    He chuckled. It didn’t feel like a necessary mana transfer to him this time. Asterios also raised himself, setting them both in a lotus position, and glanced at the tray. “You really went all out with this, huh.” 
 
    “Not at all… it’s just… a few sandwiches…” She still kept looking away while blushing furiously. 
 
    With the amount of effort visibly emanating from every single piece, he understood that those weren’t just sandwiches. They pretty much rivaled what his mother had sometimes prepared and she always boasted how they were filled to the brim with her love. Asterios, of course, knew that Miria liked him quite a bit from the very beginning, but all the recent evidence pointed out that it actually delved deeper than just an affectionate master/familiar partnership. 
 
    He had already thought a few times about that fact. While he personally didn’t have much experience with either girls or romantic love in particular, besides all the books he had gone through, and there were many, he completely understood that it would be immensely hard or straight-up impossible to keep up a good relationship with one side bearing feelings for the other and them not answering, avoiding it or acting as if it didn’t concern them in the slightest. 
 
    It would definitely hurt, even if the person would not show it, acting like they usually did. And hurting his beasts or partners did not exist in Ast’s dictionary. He ripped the page containing it off on the very first day he got fascinated with summoning and magical beasts.  
 
    He loved them. Miria might have looked like a person, but the fact that she was his partner and summon did not change in the slightest. He didn’t know how that kind of love related to the one she started feeling for him, but it did not matter. His priorities stayed the same. And as his partner, she was now on top of the list of people or entities to keep happy, protected, satisfied. As long as the individual would at least partially reciprocate his care and kindness.  
 
    If a summoned beast was wholeheartedly against interacting with him more than the contract dictated, that would be perfectly fine. He would still love to take care of them, but to the extent where it would be comfortable for the other side. Nothing forced.  
 
    At the same time, he did enjoy all the time they spent interacting with each other and he definitely was having fun with Miria by his side. They got closer to each other, from both sides. While at first, she was just a curious summon to him, who happened to be quite openly emotional and fascinated with him and the world, with time, Asterios began seeing Miria more and more as a real girl. 
 
    That's why he decided it would be only proper to give her an answer. And from what he felt inside, it didn't seem like it was a hard no. Instead, he felt like taking the next step towards the timid panthergirl as her mother had instructed him. It would definitely make Miria happy. No. It would definitely make both of them happy. There was no reason for him to stay only as her affectionate master who took great care for his summons. She was also a person. A person he liked being with. 
 
    Asterios placed the tray on the floor and reached out with his hand to Miria’s head to scratch it gently. She showed a faint smile on her red face, still keeping her eyes to the side. She did not expect what happened next. Asterios moved his hand lower to her cheek and turned her head towards himself, stealing her lips with a soft kiss.  
 
    Her tail shot up in surprise and her eyes widened to the brim. Her usually withdrawn master initiated a kiss on his own, which definitely didn’t serve any other purpose than just for the sake of it, contradictory to all the previous ones he had started in the past. She didn’t know what to think. She was confused, but at the same time really happy with the gentle and pleasant warmth spreading over her mouth. 
 
    Asterios broke it off and created some distance between them. He smiled at the sight of the completely surprised face Miria made. “Thank you for the treat. They look delicious. Come on, it would be rude to make them wait any longer before digging in.” 
 
    She suddenly felt even hotter than when they fell onto each other or kissed and nodded shyly. Her tail was back to making some amazing, lively dances. Miria finally freed Ast’s waist and they sat side by side to enjoy her creations. She watched him curiously the whole time and Asterios definitely didn’t spare her compliments, making her smile wider and wider with each one. 
 
    They finished eating in a few minutes. Naturally, Miria participated too, even though she tried to avoid partaking in the feast she prepared just for him, but Asterios refused to continue if she didn’t take a few bites too. 
 
    After they finished, he informed Miria that the other guys offered to take their shifts for the night as a small token of goodwill and compensation for treating them rudely and they both decided to go to sleep after talking for a bit more about various things linked to summoning or Ast’s world. 
 
    When they were done, Asterios took his coat off and slipped into the sleeping bag. He made some space inside and patted the ground on his side while glancing at Miria. She fiddled with her tail for a moment and also got inside. 
 
    The moment she laid herself down, he instantly pulled her towards himself and leaned Miria against his body while supporting the back of her head with his hand, stroking through her hair with care. 
 
    “If you keep putting so much distance between us, I might start thinking that you are repulsed by me, you know?” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “Eh? That’s impossible! I just… ummm… don’t want to impose on Master too much...” 
 
    “It’s fine. Just relax. Like that time. You are really cute when you don’t stress over the little details.” 
 
    Miria took a deep breath to calm herself down, which coincidentally resulted in her inhaling a decent whiff of Ast’s scent, helping her release all the tension. She hugged him around and interlocked her legs with his, snuggling her face into his chest with some quiet purrs. 
 
    Asterios giggled. “Ticklish. But that’s exactly what I meant. Good night.” Miria nodded and they both drifted off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25
Love and Dungeons 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Miria who woke up first again. She found herself lying on top of Ast’s chest while tightly hugging him. A slight blush painted her cheeks as she slowly raised herself up on her elbows and glanced at his calm sleeping face. 
 
    She moved her body up so that her head was above Ast’s and kept staring at his soft expression. It was really charming. A single thought surfaced in Miria’s mind and she could feel her face become redder as a reaction to it. She moved her hand and poked Asterios’ cheek a few times to check if he was still asleep. Nodding her head in confirmation, she began descending while intently watching if he wouldn’t suddenly open his eyes. 
 
    Just before their lips connected, Miria drew herself back and shook her head. 
 
    No! It wouldn't be okay with him asleep. But… it’s so embarrassing when he isn’t... 
 
    She turned her gaze away while straddling Ast’s waist. It didn’t stop her from stealing glances back at his lips. 
 
    A light one… Only this once… 
 
    Still slightly hesitant, Miria lowered herself above his face again and very slowly moved closer and closer, but she stopped barely millimeters away from her goal. She closed her eyes and sighed softly. No matter how she looked at it, it just wasn’t right. 
 
    A quick peck on her lips made Miria’s eyes instantly shoot open and they met Ast’s blue ones staring back at her. She immediately sat up and covered her mouth with her hands. 
 
    “Master… ummmm… you… were awake?” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “It would be hard to keep sleeping when you sigh right into my face, don’t you think?” He also raised himself and patted her head a few times. 
 
    Miria flinched in embarrassment. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t be. No man would be angry at being woken up by a good morning kiss from a cute girl.” She started squirming from both his caresses and pleasant words. “Listen. This stuff is quite new to me and I can’t know what exactly you are thinking, without peeking into your mind, of course, so let me just tell you that you don’t need a specific reason for a kiss or anything else, okay? I don’t want you to assume that it’s only fine when we share mana.” 
 
    After getting released from his hand, Miria looked at Asterios with slightly widened eyes. 
 
    “Does that mean…?” she asked while realizing the slight change yesterday. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. It would be pretty stupid of me to ignore how you feel. I definitely don’t dislike being close to you. You know that I value the happiness of my partners quite highly. Ah, but don’t think that I’m saying this only because of that.” 
 
    She hastily shook her head. “I don’t!” Miria’s tail appeared in between them and she started nervously kneading it while shyly glancing at him. “Then… is Master okay with… becoming my mate? Like… officially?” 
 
    “If you are fine with me.” His kind smile accompanied by those words made Miria shiver. “Do I have to do something special? I’m not familiar with your customs.” Asterios scratched his cheek. 
 
    Miria’s face was already beet red, but she took a deep breath to slightly compose herself. She then started moving her face closer to Ast’s. He expected her to seal their relationship with a kiss, but she didn’t aim for his lips and Miria’s head went by the side of his. 
 
    A moment later, he felt a careful bite on his earlobe. It was strong enough to feel a prickle of pain, but nothing exceedingly uncomfortable. Miria backed away and dropped her gaze to her hands playing with the tail. 
 
    “Umm… in our culture… we mark our mates by biting on their left ear, which for us Pantherkin is the most sensitive spot. And…” Her fingers began moving even faster. “It can also be viewed as saying… I love you.” 
 
    Without a second of delay, Asterios placed his hand on top of Miria’s, which was playing with her tail, and leaned forward. She immediately understood his intention and closed her eyes in anticipation while her heart kept trying to escape from being imprisoned inside her chest. Then, it happened. 
 
    “Nyaaahn~” 
 
    A hot wave of shivers ran through her whole body after she felt Ast’s teeth close over her fluffy ear. An enticing moan escaped Miria’s lips from the pleasant sensation. She felt unimaginably happy. They were now truly together. It wasn’t just her one-sided affection. Asterios had really accepted her and confirmed it by performing this action. She waited for him to move back and as she expected, he was smiling at her. 
 
    Asterios plopped his hand onto Miria’s head and affectionately brushed through her hair.  
 
    “Did I do it correctly?” She nodded her head, with her mind still a bit hazy from the current development. “Good. Come on, let’s get up. We should join others for breakfast so that they don’t think we are mad at them.” 
 
    Before moving off Asterios, Miria pondered for a second and mustered up all the courage she had at that moment. She let go of her tail, placed her hands on his chest, and leaned forward, joining their lips in a gentle kiss. She backed away after a while and smiled shyly. 
 
    “Good morning, Master.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled seeing her cute act. “Yes. Good morning.” 
 
    He helped her stand up and they fixed each other’s clothes, grabbing what they took off before going to sleep. The sounds of the party already eating and chatting could be heard through the material of their tent. 
 
    Before they left it though, Miria sensed Asterios contemplating something. Without her trying to hide her own mind from his, she was able to discern a bit more than just his surface thoughts. It still couldn’t compare to when they both established a conscious connection to share thoughts and images, but it was enough for her to understand that he was thinking about something related to their recent confession if she could call it that. 
 
    Miria walked up to him. “Is something bothering you, Master?” 
 
    He showed a slightly hesitant expression. “No, it’s just… Considering the fact that I literally just accepted your feelings, it’s slightly insensitive for me to ask but, how do your people view polygamy?” 
 
    Miria furrowed her brows, not due to the nature of his question but at the thought that asking something like this might be rude and out of place. She soon understood where that came from. 
 
    “Ah. Are you perhaps thinking about Tina, Master?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, partially, yes. Since you pretty much marked me as yours, I was wondering how I should act from now on. We do know that she is at least a little interested in me...” 
 
    Miria smiled widely from seeing how considerate of her Asterios was. She stepped closer and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Master. It was just a thing we do, like a custom or tradition. It doesn’t mean that we are now bound to only each other forever or something. In fact, it’s not unusual for strong beastfolk to have multiple mates. And it works for both genders.” She rubbed her face into the side of his neck. “Thank you for thinking about me. I don’t mind if you find more mates. I know that you will always take good care of me nevertheless. And, with how kind Master is, I’m pretty sure there will be many girls wanting to get together with you.” 
 
    Asterios grazed with his hand over Miria’s back while smiling. “I certainly do not plan on forming a legendary harem though.” 
 
    She giggled in his embrace. “But what if you summon more girls, Master? Wouldn’t you also want to keep them happy as you always do with your beasts and partners?” 
 
    “Ah, right. There’s that possibility now too.” Asterios sighed when he imagined more unique girls like Miria appearing during his summons. 
 
    “That’s why it’s fine. I know that Master is not a person to go after any woman he sees. Besides, I will always be Master’s first mate, right?” 
 
    He chuckled again. “You are collecting quite the number of my firsts here. My first contracted girl, my first kiss, my first girlfriend, or rather, as I should call it, my first mate. I don’t think anyone has even a chance to compete with you now.” 
 
    Miria was glad that they were hugging each other as Asterios was not able to see how flushed her expression was from him reminding her of all the things and also calling her his girlfriend. But that was true. She should do her best to start acting less embarrassed and shy in front of him. At least when they were alone. It wouldn’t be easy, but she would at least try. 
 
    Asterios sensed her determination and figured out what Miria might have been thinking about. He pulled her back so that they faced each other. 
 
    “Do not try to forcefully change who you are, okay? I have nothing against you being a little bit timid. In fact, I think it suits you with how cute and lovely you are. Just be yourself.” 
 
    “Okay.” Miria glanced away for a moment and nodded. “Then… Master can be more proactive too. I do enjoy your hands or snuggles even if I look embarrassed a lot, ehehe~” 
 
    After Asterios took her advice to his heart and showered Miria with a set of ferocious ear scratches, making her squirm under his caresses like a wriggling dancer, they finally left the tent and joined others. They were greeted properly by everyone and dined together while chatting about the journey ahead. Asterios and Miria didn’t have anything against staying at the back of the convoy. The adventurers didn’t ask Miria many questions, still feeling a little bit uncomfortable after being slightly rude to them.  
 
    Without delay, they resumed their trip. During one of the short breaks for some toilet time, Tesser couldn’t hold back his curiosity anymore and guided his horse to where the duo was. 
 
    “So, ermmm, is she some kind of a legendary beast? I thought it was only Dragons and incredibly powerful entities that could assume different forms,” he asked Asterios since Miria was under him in her panther shape. 
 
    Asterios glanced down at her and she let him know that she was fine with whatever he said. 
 
    “Well, she certainly is legendary to me,” he stroked Miria’s head with one hand, “but, she is more like a different race from far away. They do seem to possess the ability to morph. That’s why the animalistic features.” 
 
    “I see. I’ve never heard about them. You must feel really lucky to have one as your summon.” 
 
    He smiled. “Definitely.” 
 
    After Tesser left, Miria tilted her head to Asterios. ~Master, I’m wondering about something. How is it that there’s nothing in your world about people with ears and tail like mine if Princess Kaguya had supposedly travelled it with her human partner?~ 
 
    Asterios pondered for a  moment. 
 
    ~Well, there may be many possibilities here. Maybe they somehow managed to find a way to hide her features. She might have also gone to a different world that also had humans. Or, even if they lived in mine, they still could have done so in a completely different region, who knows how far from this continent or the ones adjacent to it,~ he shared his theories. 
 
    ~Oh. That sounds possible.~ 
 
    ~But, what I would bet on is just that with her being very likely the only, if not one of the very few persons with animalistic features arriving in this world, people just didn’t have enough information to pass on through books or such, and thus it didn’t spread with the common population. Most were most likely lone sightings and reports, but those can be easily disregarded. Who knows, maybe one day we will stumble on some traces of them somewhere.~ 
 
    ~That would be amazing!~ 
 
    Asterios kept scratching his fingers through her fur. It definitely would be, considering that she was pretty much Miria’s idol. 
 
    The rest of the expedition went on pretty calmly. They had only stumbled on an overgrown Devil Boar shortly before reaching their destination. It was a monster the size of one of the wagons, but besides its violent charge and sharp tusks, it didn’t pose that much of a threat. The party easily took care of it while Miria didn’t even have to switch out of her panther form as she supported them by distracting the beast. 
 
    After getting into the town, they escorted the caravan up to the location of the jewelry store it was meant to reach. When everything was confirmed to be clear of any issues, the quest document was signed and the group headed to the local Adventurer’s Guild to submit it. 
 
    They received the reward and split it equally. Well, Rudy insisted on counting Asterios and Miria as two members of the team at first, but they both didn’t agree with her as Miria kept telling the woman that she was just Ast’s familiar and not really an adventurer and that she wasn’t even listed as a quest taker in the first place. 
 
    Faced with a sound argumentation of the duo, she had to back down. She felt even worse now for judging them by stereotypes back there. Most adventurers would jump at free money straight away, given the chance. 
 
    “So, I guess that’s it. Thanks for the help in that fight,” Rudy spoke as they sat around a table in the Adventurer’s Guild. 
 
    “Right. Tesser would be having a second asshole if not for you, hahaha,” Douhlim laughed while taking a sip of his bear. 
 
    “Oh, shut up. There was a chance it would ricochet off my shielding layer. But, there also was a chance it wouldn’t, judging by the angle, so thanks a lot.” The person in question slightly bowed their head. 
 
    “That’s how a team works. We just did our part,” Asterios said. 
 
    “You could very much have just turned a blind eye and watched from the sidelines after we had ridiculed you. But, remember kid, don’t be too kind to everyone. There’s lots of scum wandering around, just waiting to exploit people like you,” Rudy sighed as she lectured him while looking into her mug. 
 
    “Hahaha, thanks, but they should rather pray to not stumble onto me. I don’t think Miria would take kindly to such characters.” 
 
    The person in question squinted her eyes and started releasing waves of ferocious killing intent, making everyone around the table flinch a little. She then sucked it in and showed a brilliant smile like nothing had happened. The dwarf audibly gulped the beer he took a sip of in the middle of the sensation. 
 
    “Well… We’ll be off then. We have a thing to do in this town. I hope we’ll meet each other someday.” Rudy showed a wry smile. 
 
    The party walked out of the building, leaving the duo at the table by themselves. Miria glanced around the hall and turned to Asterios. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do now, Master?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. We can check the quests first. We can also check out the town if you want. I don’t have a specific plan to follow in mind,” Asterios answered while thinking about their options. 
 
    “It would be nice to gather some more experience in fighting together, I think.” 
 
    “True. We might as well. Let’s find ourselves an inn and come back here to—” 
 
    “Apologies, my friend. I’ve overheard your conversation. You guys looking for a decent spot to train yourselves?” 
 
    A man dressed in what looked like most likely a ranger armor with a cape and even a feathered hat, both in dark green shades, stopped by their table. Judging by the quiver and nice-looking bow on his back, he most likely was one.  
 
    Miria glared at the eavesdropper while Asterios looked up at him. “Yeah, that’s the case, Mister…” 
 
    “Roalt. I’m a C-rank Sharpshooter. Judging by your plate, you are an E-rank, and the girl… has none, huh. Wouldn’t it be better to register your girlfriend too if you are adventuring together?” 
 
    Miria’s eyes widened at the man’s remark and she blushed slightly while dropping her gaze. She quickly realized that it was not the problem here. 
 
    “Wait! I’m Master’s familiar in the first place!” she shouted at him. 
 
    The man furrowed his brows. “Familiar?” 
 
    “I’m Asterios, an E-rank Summoner. And yes, she’s my contracted beast. One that can take a humanoid form for a time.” 
 
    “Oh. So that’s why the ears. I see. I understand now. You didn’t want to put a collar on her if she looks like this. Well, anyway, you two are new here, right?” Roalt stroked his chin for a moment while observing Miria and then switched back to the main topic. 
 
    “Yes, it’s our first time in this region,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “Figured. If you are searching for a nice place to test yourselves and also earn a little, then there's a dungeon not that far from the city. It’s quite an old one so the upper floors aren’t that bad, although no one has reached the Core yet.” 
 
    “A dungeon, hmmm…” Asterios pondered for a moment. “Certainly, that sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    “You can learn more about it from the guild employees. The guild even uses it for some of their promotional exams. Just make sure you prepare properly. It doesn’t matter how easy one might seem.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice. We'll definitely check it out. May the winds always stay in your favor.” Asterios thanked the man with a greeting most Rangers and archers often used. 
 
    “And in yours too, friend.” 
 
    The man casually saluted to his forehead with a smile and left towards wherever he was heading previously. 
 
    “Master, what is a dungeon?” Miria asked curiously. 
 
    “Hm? You don’t have them in your world?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe we call them differently? Or just there was none where I live.” 
 
    Asterios gathered his thoughts for a moment and began his explanation. 
 
    “A dungeon is something that is created out of contaminated spiritual essence. They appear in two places, with either being an area of highly condensed corrupted essence. The first one is a natural occurrence. As all in nature, contaminated essence exists by itself too. Sometimes, its hubs can start forming deep underground. It often takes long years before it reaches the level required for a dungeon to form.” 
 
    Asterios stopped for a moment to take a sip of water and glance if Miria was following. She nodded so he continued. 
 
    “But when it happens, the gathered essence crystalizes and forms what we call a Dungeon Core. It gains partial sentience and becomes aware of its surroundings, starting to use mana to create layers of protection around itself. Years pass and there are tunnels or chambers, filled with monsters born out of the contaminated essence, reaching higher and higher until they get to the surface, making the entrance.” 
 
    Miria made a thinking expression. “If it wants to protect itself, why dig up then?” 
 
    “Good question. Protection of itself is only one of two things the Core wants. Can you guess the other one?” Asterios pointed his hand at her. 
 
    Around thirty seconds of silence passed. Miria finally raised her eyes from the table and spoke, uncertain of her answer. “Is it… more essence?” 
 
    “Bingo. And where can the Core find it?” 
 
    “Ummmm… Ah. People?” 
 
    “That’s right. As you most likely are aware, every entity should be in possession of two energies—spiritual essence and spiritual energy. We call the latter mana for convenience. That’s why the Core decides to open its gates for people to come in. Whenever mana is spent inside its home, it gains a little bit of spiritual essence by converting the amount of energy that is leaked into the air into it. It’s almost impossible to perform magic with the exact amount of mana the spell requires and some additional bits almost always get released into the air. And when a person loses their life there, their main spiritual essence is all sucked out by the Core.” 
 
    “I see. It’s pretty much baiting people to explore it for it to grow even stronger.” Miria nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Yeah. And it doesn’t only use the curiosity fueling the adventurers but also the promise of rewards. While expanding its domain underground, the Core naturally stumbles on various minerals and materials, sometimes even on the remains of some structures or things. It can convert those into potential items and gold and such. That’s why you have to show the money you find inside to the guild. They verify its source by checking the essence traces and buy the coins from you for their exact value. Only after that, they can be later reintroduced to the system by the kingdom or other power governing the area where the dungeon has manifested. But, that’s a talk for another time.” 
 
    Asterios could see how interested Miria was in hearing his explanations. She was pretty much yearning for more with how excited her eyes were. 
 
    “Anyway, back to the topic, I pretty much explained to you what a dungeon is and how it works, but I said in the beginning that there are two cases of it coming to existence. The first was natural and the other one is usually ruins or graves. There’s a reason why abandoned cemeteries are often called surface dungeons. If a lot of people died in some underground structure, at some point in time, it will be filled with contaminated spiritual essence and it will go the same way as I spoke about earlier. Sometimes the Core will be influenced by the ‘style’ of the area. And that’s it. Rings any bells?” Asterios finished and looked at Miria. 
 
    She energetically nodded her head with a charming smile. “Yes! I don’t know if it works exactly the same, but from the entrance and monster parts, I assume that it’s what we call Monster Domains back at home. I never knew there was so much about them! Master really knows a lot!” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “Well, I did a fair deal of studying, you know. In the end, everything is connected to spiritual essence.” He took a sip again. “So, I guess we are going dungeon delving?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    “Great. We have a plan then.” Asterios nodded to himself. Now, they just needed to find an inn for their stay. 
 
    “Ummmm…” He noticed Miria staring at him while fidgeting with her fingers a little. “About the collar…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and shook his head. He could already see where this was heading. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26
Collar Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about it?” Asterios asked with a smile. 
 
    Miria kept twiddling with her thumbs. “It’s just… Master has never mentioned anything about collars so I’m curious what that person meant.” 
 
    Certainly, he never brought that topic up, for obvious reasons. But, since she inquired, Asterios wasn’t going to just brush off her curiosity. He had a feeling that no matter what he would say, the conclusion to this conversation would still stay the same. 
 
    “It’s a thing for Summoners and Beast Masters or similar professions. When registering as an adventurer, one gets a shoulder plate with a visible rank, as you already know. Additionally, the guild also issues collars with similar plates for beasts and familiars to make them more recognizable from wild ones, and also to make it clear who they belong to. It’s not an obligatory practice, but advised one,” he explained. 
 
    “I see. Then… why didn’t Master commission one for me?” she asked, visibly interested in the answer. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “If I were to put a collar on you in your panther form, what would happen to it when you morphed?” He raised one of his brows. 
 
    “It would stay where it was placed, so I assume, around my neck, right?” She answered instantly. 
 
    “Right. That’s what I thought. The answer is simple. You would look like a slave and I definitely didn’t want to force something possibly insulting onto you. It’s not like beasts always agree to them too. Some are just too proud or straight-up hate the idea. And since you are quite special with your appearance, I just threw it away from the very beginning. Also, we were pretty much hiding the fact that you, as a person, are my summon back in Rosewind at first, since it’s a heaven for summoners.” Asterios gestured with his hand as he fully presented his thoughts. 
 
    Miria nodded through Ast’s monologue while keeping her gaze down on her thighs. The reasoning was sound and logical. She understood that and again was reminded of how considerate Asterios could be, which made her smile. But, she also felt something different inside… 
 
    After finishing, Asterios looked at Miria, who sat silently, definitely contemplating something and hesitant to speak up. He chuckled and decided to make it easier for her. 
 
    “You want one?” 
 
    “Eh?” She raised her face and turned to him with a slightly surprised expression. “But…” 
 
    “What? I never said I hated them or even had anything against the idea. I just didn’t want to be rude towards you, that’s all. It’s a different matter if it’s something you want,” Asterios said, placing his chin on top of his intertwined hands. 
 
    A faint blush began surfacing on Miria’s cheeks and he could notice her tail starting to show more excitement. It was as he suspected. Miria looked away for a second and then returned her gaze to him, with her eyes jumping around, clearly showing her embarrassment. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be… weird... hahaha...” she spoke meekly. 
 
    Asterios shrugged. “Maybe.” Miria shrunk into herself a bit. “But, do I care? Not in the slightest.” He flashed her an even wider smile. “Did you already forget what I said about doing what makes you happy?” 
 
    She glanced straight at Asterios again. Her eyes filled with a visible gleam now. He chuckled again at that reaction. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Ummm… what does Master think… about me having one?”  
 
    Asterios made a thoughtful expression. “Well, from the practicality standpoint, it would definitely be useful for your panther shape. As for the stylistic one, and your current form, I don’t know, but one thing is for sure, I definitely won’t allow an unpleasant-looking one to sully your beautiful neck.” 
 
    Miria’s hands subconsciously shot towards her neck as she felt her whole face getting increasingly hotter from Ast’s sudden compliment. Whenever she tried glancing at him again, she instantly averted her gaze to the side after seeing Ast’s charming smile. She took a moment to calm herself down before speaking again. 
 
    “I-I see… Could I… ask for one then?” She kept shooting him shy glances, still slightly embarrassed, but the excitement was bravely pushing through it. 
 
    “Of course. If you don’t mind though, could you tell me why? I didn’t think you would be willing to have such a thing. Oh, but I’m not judging you, I’m just really curious.” 
 
    Miria could tell that he was telling the truth. It was truly embarrassing, even from her standpoint, to ask someone to put a collar on you. She took a moment to figure out words that wouldn’t sound weird. 
 
    “Ummm… I just think that having one would be… an additional proof of our connection… our bond… and… and—nyahn?!” 
 
    Miria was so focused on her thoughts that she didn’t notice Asterios walking up to her and plopping his hand onto her head, scratching gently around her ears. She looked up at him with her face covered in a tinge of rosiness. 
 
    “Okay, no need to force yourself to say more if it’s that embarrassing. Let’s make an order for it while we ask for details about the dungeon.” 
 
    He brushed through her hair for a second or two more and started heading towards an empty spot at the counter on the other side of the guildhall. Miria stood up and began walking behind Asterios, feeling disappointed that she couldn’t voice her honest thoughts properly. 
 
    Staring at his firm back, she shook her head and mustered up a bit of determination. Asterios already said he didn’t find it weird. Miria quickened her pace, and after catching up to him, leaned herself over Ast’s back, hiding her face in his neck and grasping the material of his coat with her hands. He obviously noticed the motion and stopped while slightly turning his head. 
 
    Miria softly whispered to his ear, “I want it to show that I’m yours…” 
 
    For the first time since he had heard the phrase somewhere in the past, Asterios truly experienced what it meant for his heart to skip a beat. The sound of that confession just had something… captivating in it. He felt a little bit of guilt for talking about other girls previously, even though he knew Miria didn’t view him having more partners as an issue. 
 
    Faced with Miria’s timid, upturned gaze from above his shoulder, he couldn’t do anything but smile and pat her head affectionately. 
 
    “Got it,” he whispered back. 
 
    They waited a minute for Miria to stop blushing and stepped again onto the path leading to a free receptionist, walking side by side. The girl with a charming and professional smile noticed them from quite far and waited without dropping it for even a second. She had long, blond hair, yellowish eyes, and emanated an aura of a mature woman. 
 
    “Welcome! My name is Venera. How can I help you today?” she spoke in a voice perfectly matching her appearance. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Asterios and this is Miria. First things first, I wanted to ask if I can commission collars here or if I should head to a different person. I’m a Summoner.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Yes, yes, I can take the order from you. Also, I don’t think there are any other right now and our artisan should be here, on the spot, so we could pass it over to him immediately, having it done while we talk since I assume there are more things you two wanted to discuss.” 
 
    “That would be perfect.” 
 
    She clapped her hands. “Great! Can you tell me more about it?” 
 
    “I’m an E-rank so the plate should naturally be adequate to that. Would be nice if it had magnetic clips. Ah, and as for the material, do you deal with self-adjustable, mana-woven fabrics?” Asterios inquired after going through the main parts. 
 
    “Hmmmmm… Yes, we do. They aren’t that popular so I’m not sure if we have anything besides black though.” Venera made a thoughtful expression. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria and she nodded her head. “That would be fine with us.” 
 
    “Okay.” The receptionist ducked under the counter for a few seconds and appeared again with a ribbon in her hand. “I would kindly ask you to show me the minimum and maximum sizes with this strap. More or less of course. It allows us to reduce the amount of unnecessarily wasted material.” 
 
    He took the small belt from the woman’s hand and made a circle out of it, capturing Miria’s panther form's neck diameter. He didn’t need her to change as he had already hugged it a lot of times while riding on her back and could almost precisely reproduce it with his hands. 
 
    Venera took a peek at the markers on the belt and noted down the number. “Thank you. Now, onto the maximum.” 
 
    Asterios showed a wry smile. “Erm, that was the maximum.” 
 
    “My apologies, let me fix that mistake quickly. Done. Then, the minimum now, please.” She gestured again. 
 
    Miria stepped closer to Asterios and raised her chin. Obviously, she couldn’t avoid blushing while staring at him. Asterios led the strap around her neck and held the loop with his fingers so that the receptionist could get the correct number.  
 
    After he looked at her though, she seemed to be focusing on a different detail, with a confused expression and furrowed brows. She couldn’t understand why the man in front of her was using his friend to size the collar.  
 
    In the first place, they didn’t deal with collars for people, and even if they did, the size difference was the weirdest part. The guild sometimes had customers who tried to get a choker for their partners for much cheaper than the accessory stores due to them being obliged to provide the collars to adventurers at an affordable price, but— 
 
    “Achoo~!” 
 
    “Bless you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    Something made Miria’s nose itchy and she sneezed softly. Just the way how she addressed Asterios resulted in some gears in the receptionist’s head to begin turning and she finally noticed the two pointy things that twitched along the girl’s head-bob. 
 
    “Erm… the collar… is for her?” Venera asked, not being sure what to think. 
 
    It was Miria who answered this time. “Yes, I’m Master’s summon and I wanted one, so…” 
 
    “Is there any problem? I can prove our contract if it’s necessary,” he added. 
 
    The receptionist shook her hands. “No, no, no. I was just… surprised a bit. I don’t mean to be rude but, you don’t really look like a beast, so I thought for a moment that you are trying to get a slave collar for cheap or something. But, I guess... the ears...” 
 
    She still was a little bit befuddled by the whole situation, but the pair in front of her seemed honest. And well, if they lied and used some kind of illusion magic, then that’s not her problem and they would be found out soon enough. Venera collected herself quickly and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Okay, I got the measurements, thank you. Anything else to add?” 
 
    “I would like it to have my Brand on the rank plate.”  
 
    Asterios took off his right glove and made a few brushes with his fingers in the air, making his Summoner’s Brand surface on the top of his hand. Surprisingly, the one on Miria’s forehead also showed up. With that, all the doubts of the receptionist were cleared up too as it wasn’t easy to fake one. 
 
    “I’ll add that to the notes. Erm… Then, give me a moment and I’ll deliver the request and come back here in a second.” She bowed lightly and left through a curtain behind. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and shook his head. “I should have mentioned it from the start.” 
 
    “But, her confused face was kinda funny.” Miria smiled. 
 
    “Are you turning into my mother?” 
 
    “Sorry, ehehe~” 
 
    Venera returned quite quickly, just as she promised. Asterios informed her about their plan to visit the dungeon and that it was their first time around. The woman talked to them about it with great enthusiasm. It was visible that she liked interacting with adventurers that weren’t complete jerks. 
 
    They learned the location and some basic rules. There was a small adventuring hub run by the guild on its site, where they could get much more detailed information about the interior and existing monsters. They had to register their entry and return for logging purposes. Asterios already knew about it, but they listened to the woman’s explanation about the requirement to bring the money and unidentified artifacts to the guild. There was a small operating fee for the dungeon, but that was kind of obvious. 
 
    Venera handed them a small guide about the dungeon so that they could familiarize themselves with it also that way. After finishing talking, she glanced at both of them, sizing them up. 
 
    “Well, just don’t push your luck too much. Overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer. Many aspiring adventurers lost their lives because they were too prideful to back out. I’d advise you to find at least one more person if you are planning on heading there alone.” 
 
    Asterios nodded his head. “Don’t worry, we are mostly aiming to train there at first. And it will be a great occasion to figure out the areas we are currently lacking in so that we can think about who would be best suited to fill those holes.” 
 
    “Yes, Master is a really cautious person. And I’m not the same as I was before too,” Miria joined in. 
 
    Asterios brushed through her hair, making Miria squirm a bit. She knew he was cheering her up so that she didn’t think about that time again after they had already went through a deep analysis of it, so she just smiled beautifully at him. 
 
    “Ummm…” Venera tried her best to grab their attention back without looking rude. The duo stopped their show and turned to her. “Would you perhaps be willing to register me as your advisor? Of course, if you want and if you don’t already have one here.” 
 
    They looked at each other and nodded. “I think it would be fun, Miss Venera!” 
 
    Miria’s joyful smile took the receptionist a little bit off-guard and she averted her gaze. The cute girl with cat-like ears was just too adorable. She was curious about her origins, but it wasn’t the main reason she asked. Venera just wanted to become friends with the peculiar duo. They seemed like very kind people and she felt that she would definitely enjoy helping them out. She looked back at them and showed her best smile. 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll do my best for you! And you don’t need to address me like that, just Venera is fine. Or… Ven… That’s how my friends call me.” 
 
    “Well then, we’ll be in your hands then, Ven. I better not catch you using anything other than Ast now.” Asterios also put up a nice smile of his own. 
 
    “I don’t have any short nicknames so just call me Miria!” The panthergirl obviously had to add her part. 
 
    Ven blushed a little, happy that they accepted her so openly, making her their friend. “Thanks! Let me fetch the collar, it should be ready by now.” 
 
    And again, after disappearing in the back room, she soon returned with their ordered item. It was a small oval plate made out of bronze, with Ast’s Summoner’s Brand etched into it. It was in the form of two thin pieces connecting together in a Z-shape, attached to two ends of the slim black strap. When joined together, the parts formed a single badge. 
 
    "How much?" he asked. 
 
    "Ah, it's your first one, right? Then it's on the house. It's a rule." She smiled kindly. 
 
    "Woah, thanks a lot." 
 
    Asterios sent a bit of his mana into the clip and it parted. He put the collar gently on Miria’s neck and closed it again. Next, he controlled the amount of energy in the strap and made it shrink until it firmly but gently embraced Miria’s neck. 
 
    “How is it? Not too tight?” he asked. 
 
    “No, it’s great. It doesn’t feel uncomfortable. Actually, quite the opposite,” she answered while touching the badge with her hand. A faint smile found its way onto her lips. 
 
    Asterios stepped back to take a better look at her. He brushed under his chin while taking a few glances, assuming a serious expression. 
 
    “Just as I thought…” 
 
    Miria, noticing his tone and look, was suddenly filled with anxiety and glanced at him uneasily. 
 
    “It made you even cuter.” 
 
    It wasn’t what she expected to hear. A second passed before she completely registered Ast’s compliment and her eyes widened, accompanied by her face getting as red as a tomato. She instantly covered it with both of her hands and squirmed; her ears started twitching like crazy and her tail danced happily. 
 
    He chuckled and stepped closer to give her some pats. “Shoot. Now I can’t see the cute.” 
 
    Miria slowly took her hands down and tried her best to look at him while he played with her ears. What he saw was a furiously blushing girl trying very hard not to look away. That picture actually made him want to give her a kiss. Out of his own volition, not just because she wished for it or it was necessary. It was something new that Asterios hadn’t experienced yet. Previously, he did it mostly because he felt like it was the right thing to do at the moment and she would like it. 
 
    He decided against it though. Ven was literally by their side. It could get awkward. Especially since they just literally introduced themselves. Little did he know that the girl in question could already clearly see that there was something going on with how meekly Miria acted towards her master. It piqued her curiosity even more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27
Into the Dungeon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After bidding farewell to their new friend, Asterios and Miria headed out of the guild to find a place they could stay in. The duo strolled through the lively town and looked around. It was refreshing for Asterios to walk the streets that weren’t utterly crowded with people and there were no countless beasts rushing towards the academy. 
 
    They stopped for a moment on the main square to grab a snack while they sat down and observed merchants doing their craft. Asterios caught Miria glancing down at her new collar, stroking it with her finger a bit and showing a faint smile. It also made him smile seeing her happy about such a little thing. He couldn’t disagree that the new accessory only added to her charm. He felt like it just fit her perfectly. 
 
    Finishing up, they resumed the search and visited three inns on their path. Out of all of them, the last one seemed the coziest so they chose it for their base in this village. The owner was an older woman, a very kind and joyful one. Her husband ran the kitchen in their establishment. She kept sending Miria grins and winks after they told her that only one room would be enough, which of course resulted in the timid girl getting all red and embarrassed. 
 
    Asterios patted her head and led Miria to their room by hand. It was a small but stylish chamber with almost everything made out of wood. The bed was quite narrow but should fit two people without any issues. After Miria brought the backpack with his necessities from her realm, Asterios approached her. 
 
    “You should spend the rest of the day and the night back at home,” he spoke. 
 
    Miria’s eyes slightly widened and her ears dropped a bit alongside her head. He placed a hand on her cheek and brought her face back up while brushing over her skin with his thumb. She pushed the side of her face into it. 
 
    “By no means I got tired or bored of your company. You’ve been by my side almost all the time for the past two weeks, and I’m really glad to have you with me, but you do have life on the other side too. You shouldn’t neglect your parents and friends for me. I will not run away from you and even if I tried, you would always know where I am.” 
 
    He kept grazing her cheek as he spoke. Miria smiled faintly. She knew that Asterios was right and she was barely leaving his side since the incident in the cave. She understood that he truly didn’t mind her being this clingy but truly cared for her and her family. Miria sighed softly while staring at his kind face. 
 
    “I know. It’s just that… I’m really happy here, and it’s easy to forget about my original world. Even easier now after you… accepted my feelings. But you are right. I haven’t interacted much with people on the other side.” Miria recalled her last, short encounter with her parents and blushed. 
 
    Asterios smiled. “Take your time there. I’ll head to the dungeon site by myself and call you there. I’m not that hopeless alone. And don’t worry. I will definitely let you know instantly if anything happens while you are gone.”  
 
    Sensing a blush rising on her cheeks, Miria quickly closed the distance between them to leave a soft peck on Ast’s lips.  
 
    “I’ll be going then. See you later, Master.”  
 
    She hastily skipped through the portal before Asterios could say anything more. He chuckled to himself. She was just too cute. But he started enjoying that. It was something new in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria appeared in her own room back at home and instantly fidgeted. She kissed him openly again! Barely, but she was able to! They were an actual couple now and she really wanted to act more on it, but her shy nature usually stopped her.  
 
    She exhaled heavily and fell onto the bed with her back. She would start being assertive one day too. Definitely. If her friends were able to get lovey-dovey with their mates in the open, she could too. 
 
    After one more deep breath, she finally calmed herself. Asterios was completely right. She shouldn’t ignore everything and everyone else just because of him and she was beginning to notice how lucky she was to fall in love with someone who was this understanding, being able to confidently point out her behavior instead of monopolizing her. He really cared not only for her but also for her life. 
 
    She squirmed on her bed once more and sat up. The sky outside the window in her room told Miria that it was quite a late evening. The times of the day pretty much overlapped in their realms, with hers being a little bit faster as it was still bright back at Ast’s place. Her mother usually prepared dinner at this time so she decided to walk to the kitchen. 
 
    And as expected, the woman was there, preparing a light snack. Her ear on top of long black hair, which reached almost to her waist, twitched in response to Miria’s steps, and she glanced to the side. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” Miria waved. 
 
    *CLAAANK* 
 
    The plate her mother was holding fell out of her hands and landed on the counter, fortunately, not shattering. The woman’s eyes were wide from surprise. A moment later, rushed steps could be heard from the living room and Miria’s father appeared on the doorstep. 
 
    “Everything okay?” He looked at his wife, which pointed further into the room to his side. 
 
    Following the gesture, the man’s eyes stopped at Miria, standing in the center of the kitchen. She was swaying shyly while averting her gaze from them. Her ears were timidly down and her tail was slowly waving from side to side. Just a common sight for him. His daughter often acted embarrassed and shy. And then, he noticed the black band over her neck. 
 
    A wide grin instantly appeared on his lips and he shot his eyes towards his wife, who was crossing her arms over her chest with a smug ‘told you’ look written all over her face. He ran up to her and they started spinning while hugging each other.  
 
    Miria just stood there unable to say anything, knowing very well why her parents reacted this way. One thing she didn’t mention to Asterios was the fact that in her region, chokers and collars were sometimes gifted to each other by couples. With a specific meaning. In Miria’s world, they were equivalent to rings. Yeah, proposal ones.  
 
    That’s what Miria partially meant by saying that the collar was to show that she was his. While she also liked the thought of Asterios being her master via the collar, she much more preferred the meaning given to them by her people.  
 
    While Miria’s parents celebrated her finally finding a mate and a husband, she swore to herself to tell Asterios about this small detail someday later. She then spent a pleasant evening with her family during the dinner, talking all about her lover, including the part that he wasn’t aware of his gift’s hidden meaning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning came and Asterios woke up alone in his room, which was rare in recent days. Having Miria by his side was nice, but he lived almost his whole life alone and slightly missed that independent feeling. He shook his head at the thought that he could possibly end up with more girls like her around him from the summoning. It was hard to imagine with his past lifestyle. 
 
    Without further ado, he finished all preparations and left the inn. He could rent a horse to get to the dungeon faster, but he decided to take a walk there. It would take around sixteen hours as he had estimated with the map. He wanted to give Miria more time in her own world. He knew she would come to let him ride her at a moment’s notice. 
 
    There was a group of adventurers heading towards the place so he joined them and they left together. During their journey, he learned a lot about his destination since the party was a regular visitor there. There was a medium-sized camp around the site with many merchants selling various useful stuff, a guild counter, and some places to spend a night. According to their words, it was like a small village built around the dungeon. He grew really curious about it. 
 
    Their pace was slower than he could assume by himself so they stopped for the night before reaching their goal the next day around noon. It was exactly as the party described. From afar, it looked like a military encampment with a number of high and wide tents placed all around. Countless people flowed between them in various directions and it was louder than at Rosewind’s main market. 
 
    Asterios strolled towards the guild's tent, which was the only one in an emerald-green color and with many flags. He passed by small stands and shops with trinkets, potions, materials, ingredients, equipment and anything he could think of that could sell well in a place like this. The tent with the guild’s employees was as crowded as he expected, but he managed to get in a line to one of the receptionists. 
 
    Surprisingly, it was manned mostly by men and only a few girls could be spotted in the guild’s uniforms. He assumed that might be due to them being pretty much on the frontlines here, clashing against adventurers going in and out, which could require a bit more forceful approach at times instead of the usual kind style from the girls. Not that they couldn’t be tough themselves. 
 
    After waiting for over an hour, he finally reached the beginning of the line and paid the necessary fee to gain access. This part was actually good to do alone as they might have requested Miria to pay too and arguing that she was his familiar in this big crowd wouldn’t be pleasant. 
 
    He delved further into the bustling encampment and passed the gate leading to the area with the dungeon. There were much fewer adventurers here and it was a tone quieter. People still walked both ways in groups. Asterios walked to the side and let Miria know about his position. The panthergirl appeared by him almost instantly. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Master.” She showed a beaming smile. 
 
    “Hello. How was your little break?” he asked. 
 
    Miria blushed a little recalling her conversations with parents and some friends about him. “Great. As weird as it may sound, thank you for pushing me away, ehehe~ I promise I will spend more time with others by myself now.” 
 
    He patted her head with a smile, making Miria rub it into his hand with a barely audible purr. “Wasn’t so bad, was it? Come on, let’s see the dungeon. I can feel how eager you are.” 
 
    They arrived in a clearing without any tents in the vicinity and stared amazedly at the gate in front of them. It looked like an entrance to a cave but carved inside wood instead of stone. There were two trunk-like pillars on the sides, with beautiful vines enveloping them. A wooden stairway descended into the ground just after the initial step. It was obvious that the dungeon was connected to Nature or Earth elements. Asterios already knew that from the guide and his talks with the other party. 
 
    “Woah, it’s so big and… ominous. I’ve never been this close to one.” Miria marveled over the entrance. 
 
    “Neither did I. Ready for our first take?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “More than ever!” 
 
    The stairs down took them around ten minutes of walking before they reached flat ground and a wide chamber. Walls and the ceiling were covered in wood or earth and dirt in turns. The hall was spacious and there were tens of different paths leading out of it. Some people camped around; part of them looking roughed up and ragged. The duo concluded that this must be the starting point of this floor. 
 
    There weren’t any specific safe areas in a dungeon, but just by the entrance or stairs to a different floor, there usually was a big chamber where monsters rarely appeared or strolled into it from the pathways, so it was used as a kind of a resting hub. A three-person party walked past Asterios and Miria; two of them practically dragging someone looking like their frontliner. Dungeons were no joke. 
 
    “So, what are our plans, Master?” Miria asked after they arrived in the middle of the room. 
 
    “We’ll roam around this floor a bit. Maybe try to find the stairs down on our own. The main path usually stays the same so we could follow a map, but all side areas change every four or five days. We should get familiar with this place first,” he explained. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “As far as I know, the first floor is mostly about insect and arachnid-type monsters, and weaker Nature affinity ones. Don’t drop your guard though. There are many venomous ones. Here, drink this.” 
 
    Asterios brought out two small bottles of some yellow liquid and handed one to Miria while gulping the other one down himself. He squinted his eyes and shook his head afterward. Warned about the not-so-pleasant taste of it, Miria was prepared enough when she downed hers and the sour liquid traveled down her throat. She still tensed her body and put her tongue out. 
 
    “Hahaha, that’s the price of life. This extract gives partial resistance to some poisons and venoms. The taste doesn’t last long.” 
 
    Miria tried to smile with her hanging tongue, which only resulted in Asterios laughing even more from the funny expression she made. He joyfully brushed through her hair. A moment later, they prepared to leave into one of the tunnels.  
 
    Asterios connected to his fiery reserves, turning his hair white and eyes red, and placed a Protection From Acid sigil on them both, attaching both spells to his left glove, taking two slots out of twelve.  
 
    Miria brought out her shortswords and inspected them while casting her Mana Coating. They both opened their minds to each other and smiled. Asterios received lots of affection towards him through the link and Miria was met with a great amount of care. She loved the feeling of being so deeply connected with him. And they weren't even on any considerable level with it yet. 
 
    They didn’t need words as their thoughts traveled to each other at a much faster speed and they nodded at each other before heading towards one of the tunnels. Even though she really didn't want to, Miria wasn’t efficient enough to not leak some of her inner thoughts through the link, and Asterios sometimes received a flash of her wanting to get all snuggly with him, for him to scratch her ears or hug her. It was partially amusing.  
 
    She of course was aware of that fact, but they weren’t in a place where she could let herself get embarrassed easily. It was nothing that Asterios didn’t know already. They walked through a corridor of wood and earth, something around five meters wide and ten high. With Miria slightly in the front with all her senses heightened to her utmost abilities. 
 
    “Do you think we will find some treasure here, Master?” she asked as they took another empty turn. 
 
    “It’s possible but unlikely. Valuables usually appear deeper in the dungeon. The Core wouldn’t want to get rid of its tools to incentivize people that easily. It’s still an expenditure of its precious essence and resources. First floors are explored mostly for materials from monsters,” Asterios shared some knowledge with her. 
 
    Miria’s ear suddenly twitched and she stopped him by raising one of her hands with a blade. A moment later, she made a wide vertical swing above their heads, just in time to cut a white net coming at them from above. It was big enough to restrain one person. 
 
    They looked up and noticed movement. The enemy, seeing that the ambush failed, started descending along the walls. Soon, they recognized five spider-like shapes; three of them quickly tapping their legs over the wood and earth. 
 
    ~Jungle Spiders. Watch out for their webs. Your blades can easily cut them but you might not be able to break free with just force when entangled,~ Asterios quickly notified his partner through their link. 
 
    Three of them landed on the ground. The spiders were the size of a full-grown dog. Naturally, their strength lied in working together.  
 
    Miria reacted instantly by running towards the nearest wall and jumping upwards. She pushed herself off it and fueled her blades with much more mana drawn from Asterios. 
 
    She spun horizontally while upside-down and cut the two monsters that still hung above their heads in half with her now way more extended blades than before, leaving deep cuts in the wooden walls, which were five meters to the sides. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios kicked one of the spiders away with a strong spin. Drips of monster blood fell onto him from above and he heard a faint sizzling sound. The liquid was evaporating from his clothes due to his protection rune. Their blood was slightly acidic. He smiled at how fast it became useful. 
 
    One of the spiders behind his back prepared to shoot another web, but Miria saw everything from above as she descended, and shared information with her master, allowing him to gracefully sidestep just enough for the net to pass him and land on another monster. 
 
    Asterios started waving his dagger at the two unrestrained enemies, watching out to not get stung by their sharp legs. He achieved his goal of pushing them back just enough for Miria to come crashing onto one of his opponents, splattering it into bits. More sizzling followed from her legs.  
 
    He left the remaining one to Miria while turning around just in time to see the webbed spider free itself from its friend’s net with its sharp legs. Asterios brought out a blackish stone from one of his belt’s pouches and lobbed it over the monster after filling it with a bit of his mana. 
 
    As the spider was getting back onto its legs, a small audible explosion occurred behind its back. Or more like a loud pop. It was enough to send tremors through the air and make Ast’s opponent check its source.  
 
    In that given chance, Asterios plunged his dagger into its abdomen and sliced through its whole body's length. He stomped on the head of the hissing monster and drove the weapon into its eyes this time, killing it for sure. 
 
    The fight was concluded. Miria had no issues with just a single mob. It went pretty well. He didn’t have to use any stronger sigils. Well, those were kind of weak monsters, but you never knew. Miria got rid of the green blood from her blades and sheathed them back. 
 
    “I’m getting more and more used to our shared senses. It’s really amazing, Master,” Miria spoke. 
 
    “I can see that. Good work.” 
 
    “You too, Master!” 
 
    She looked around and noticed Asterios walking towards the bug she had squashed. He started poking his dagger into its insides and soon reached for something. Miria walked closer and crouched by his side. He showed her a stone, or rather a crystal, looking like a small, emerald pearl on the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “This is a magical core. Every monster in here has one, smaller or bigger. It’s full of the essence the Core had expanded to create its guardians, and thus valuable to us and the main source of income for adventurers besides the materials.” 
 
    Miria nodded as she stared at the pretty orb. 
 
    “We should try to get them from our kills whenever we can. Also, the dungeon will start assimilating the corpses after around fifteen or twenty minutes. That’s the time we have to gather the materials if there are any valuable ones. Now, try finding the core in the other spiders. It’s located in their abdomen, around the center.” 
 
    “Wow. You know so much, Master.” She looked at him with an elated smile. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I told you that I studied lots. And the location of the cores was actually in the guide we received from Ven. I can honestly confess that I didn’t know it. Only about how the whole thing works. I’ll let you read through it later.” 
 
    Miria went to handle her new task while Asterios took out an empty vial and began collecting venom from the spiders’ fangs. It wasn’t really strong but could be useful for something. After finishing, they watched as the corpses began crumbling and decaying into the floor, leaving nothing behind. They took a sip of water and resumed their adventure. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28
Strong Convictions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After collecting all the cores from the spiders’ corpses, Asterios and Miria resumed their exploration. Not many threats riddled their path. Weak monsters such as Evil Centipedes, Murder Hornets, Choker Flowers, Bullsnails, or more Jungle Spiders, couldn’t stand a chance against Miria’s swift movements and fierce attacks. 
 
    In most scenarios, she successfully garnered the attention of all enemies and fought them while receiving clear and precise instructions from Asterios, who was watching carefully from the sidelines. They both could feel their cooperation getting better and better with each encounter. Having his help was like having eyes on the back of her head. Without even mentioning various supportive magic that Asterios sometimes cast on her, mostly to let Miria familiarize herself with their effects since enemies they faced didn’t require her to go all out. 
 
    With more battle experience, she started realizing how different and easier it was to fight while being connected to another person. Miria did live through a fair deal of battles, be it with monsters, wild beasts, or even their own kin as they often challenged each other, but the difference was clear as a day.  
 
    No amount of trained cooperation between team members could achieve this level of non-verbal communication. Sometimes, she felt like it was actually Asterios who moved her body with his warning, faster than her brain could react. And the constant connection to his mana reserves strengthened her a lot. Depending on the distance between them, she could refill her own energy pool through their link or even draw directly from his reserves. It was a slow process, but really helpful with Ast’s unimaginable mana capacity. There was a way to speed it up though… 
 
    Miria pulled her sword out of the body of a large Bullsnail while slightly panting. When not lying dead on the ground, it reached up to her chest. Those monsters were often where inexperienced newbies met their demise or underwent their first major loss. No one would expect a snail to be able to rush at them with the speed of a running dog. Much less it having the strength that could crush bones into dust. 
 
    She glanced around the small battlefield; five more corpses surrounded her. Few of them mutilated into almost unrecognizable levels. Her ear twitched as Asterios grazed over it with his hand while trying to pick a shattered fragment of the snail’s shell out of her hair. 
 
    “Well done. Much better than the last time. You are a fast learner,” he praised her for her performance. 
 
    Miria’s tail danced happily. “It’s nothing. I have the best instructor by my side,” she responded with a compliment of her own. 
 
    “With such a great pupil it is obvious that I will do my best, right? How is your mana?” 
 
    She glanced to the side with a faint blush. “Around three-fifths after this battle.” 
 
    Ast’s right hand appeared on her cheek and lifted her chin a little bit. Miria closed her eyes, fully aware of what was going to happen next. Soon, she felt the familiar, warm sensation as her lips came in contact with those of her master. She shivered a little from the tingly feeling accompanying the transfer of spiritual energy. 
 
    Every time her mana reserves went under seventy or sixty-five percent, they would replenish them as soon as possible and as fast as possible, which of course was through the method they had discovered during their training together—a mana-filled kiss.  
 
    Miria opened her eyes again just to see Asterios slowly backing away. “Not… yet…” she whispered while looking straight at him with a pleading expression. 
 
    Asterios smiled. He knew pretty well that it was a lie and her energy was back at its full capacity, but he couldn’t just ignore such a request from the cute girl in front of his eyes and he pulled Miria closer by her waist, joining their lips once more.  
 
    He decided to punish his partner a little for not being honest and started gently making his way into Miria’s mouth with his tongue while hugging her with his arms embracing her waist. She didn’t fight back and let him gently prod her own tongue, leaving the lead of this short dance to Asterios. 
 
    She understood that he saw through her right away and ended the kiss on her own, not wanting to impose on her master’s kindness too much.  
 
    “Thank you...”  
 
    They stayed close for a minute more, staring into each other’s eyes, completely ignoring the carnage all around them. Asterios finally broke the silence with a soft chuckle.  
 
    “So… Can you let me go now?” 
 
    Miria looked at him slightly confused. “But, I’m not holding you, Master.” 
 
    It was true. She still had her blades in both of her hands, hanging down on her sides. Asterios was the one with his arms around her. He showed a playful grin and skipped down with his eyes for a moment, quickly returning back to her face.  
 
    Miria followed his gaze and instantly blushed much more fervently than when he was about to kiss her. Her tail was tightly coiled around Asterios’ right forearm like a Constrictor Snake squeezing its long-hunted prey. She quickly loosened and unraveled it back behind her legs. She didn’t even notice when it had happened. 
 
    Asterios patted the head of the panthergirl, almost steaming from embarrassment, and went past her to start collecting magical cores. He knew very well after the time they had spent together that she was losing control over her tail whenever she felt good or really happy, letting it coil around his arms involuntarily. It was an adorable quirk, extremely befitting Miria’s shy personality in his eyes. 
 
    They walked around the floor for two more hours, exploring a wide number of corridors, tunnels, and chambers, taking every given opportunity to fight. Their main goal was to experience battles. And to figure out what they were lacking. Asterios wanted to fight alongside Miria in a more serious environment so that they could gather information on what role his next summon should fulfill.  
 
    Arriving at another crossroad, Asterios looked around, and the way they came from. He placed his hand on the nearby wall, focusing for a moment, and started heading towards the left path. Miria’s curiosity finally grew to the extreme. She was sure that he had sensed it long ago but just wanted for her to properly ask. She caught up to him before they left the intersection. 
 
    “Ummm…” 
 
    Asterios stopped and glanced at her. “Yes?” 
 
    “How come we are deep underground and still can see clearly like in a shaded forest outside?” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest with a smile. “Good question. Any ideas?” 
 
    Miria pouted. She was asking specifically because she didn’t know and he almost always redirected her questions back at her. But, she still started racking her brain for a possible answer. After three minutes, she let out a dejected sigh and shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    Asterios came closer and brushed through her hair. “Remember, magic is the answer to almost any question. Anyway, it’s what I explained to you not so long ago. Dungeons sometimes take a style. This one is clearly acting like a forest or a jungle. That includes the brightness of the interiors. As stupid as this may sound, the walls, the floor, the ceiling, all emit light. Magical one. Weird, right?” 
 
    He could see how surprising that information was to her just by Miria’s expression. It was to be expected. What sane person would come up with such an answer? But that was reality. 
 
    “That’s so mysterious…” she commented while examining a clearly not-shining piece of earthen wall. “Then… I have one more question… We are going all around this floor in a different direction almost every time, for something like four hours now. You said that the map doesn’t cover auxiliary areas, so, doesn’t Master need to make one for us to not get lost when trying to return?” 
 
    Asterios nodded in an approving manner. “Another very good one. However, I was expecting you to bring this up much earlier as this is quite a crucial matter, don’t you think? What if I just completely forgot and was wandering around without a certain path back?” 
 
    Miria’s ears dropped a little. “Right. You should always question your teammate when in any doubt. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He began scratching behind them playfully, bringing those fluffy treasures back up again. “Exactly. But, don’t worry, we are here to learn. Mistakes are important steps in that process. So, what could be the answer here?” 
 
    She again didn’t have any good ideas, besides assuming that Asterios might have memorized every single turn they took. But, no matter how smart he was, that would require an insanely good memory. She knew his was better than a lot of people, but she also was sure Asterios wouldn’t risk leading them astray by chance he got it wrong. One bad move and they would be completely lost. Miria decided to go with the safest answer. 
 
    “Magic?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled while caressing her head. “You really catch on quick. Okay, come here.” He walked back to the only wall in the intersection and glanced at Miria. “See anything special?” 
 
    She looked all over it, but nothing notable could be seen. Asterios placed his hand on the surface and soon, a dark crimson sigil appeared a bit to the side of where he touched. 
 
    “This is often called Mark of the Lost, even though it’s not specifically an ability or a spell. This is just a trace of my mana imbued into this point via the visible sigil. Place your hand over it and send a wave of energy into it.” He pointed at the glowing mark. 
 
    Miria did just as he told her, and at the very moment she released her mana, she felt like the sigil in front of her eyes had just flashed brightly in her mind. It didn’t change visually though. Then, five seconds later, she experienced another flash from the path they previously came from. Then another further away. And another. And another. Until the flashes started being too weak to follow them. Noticing that she turned her head towards the sources, Miria glanced back at Asterios. 
 
    “Get it now? It’s like a spider’s web. You pull a string at any point and the tremors will travel to all other joints.” He smiled. 
 
    “Woah… Such an amazing use of mana… I didn’t know Summoners could do things like this,” she said with pure amazement in her eyes. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “How much do you know about Summoners?” 
 
    “Only what you told me up until now, Master. As I said before, any magic besides simple strengthening is rare amongst our kind.” 
 
    “Well then, this exact technique comes from the arsenal of Talisman Masters. Summoners are in fact magicians that build their profession by taking a lot of things from other schools of magic. As you know, your usual Mage uses chanting and magical circles to cast spells. The idea of incorporating sigils for Summoners’ magic is taken from Talisman Masters’ use of visual markings on paper called talismans to retain and control mana in a certain spot, and also to reduce the casting time. Another one would be Spiritualists. They specialize in controlling the spiritual energy inside themselves and others. A lot of supportive techniques we use on our contracted beasts are similar to their spells. To some extent, even the contract part was inspired by some Spiritualists' techniques to link two people for some time. Naturally, each of those schools of magic is way stronger in their respective fields if they were to compete with Summoners. Talisman Master's sigils will almost always trample on the Summoner's ones,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “Doesn’t this mean that Summoners have to learn like three times more stuff than the other users of magic?” Miria asked. 
 
    “Spot on observation. That’s why there aren’t that many Summoners compared to other magic users. There's like only one notable academy and you already know it. Personally, I think people should learn about other kinds of magic anyway since everything is working on the same principle in the end—spiritual energy, mana in other words.” 
 
    “I see. Master is even more incredible than I thought!” Miria started staring at Asterios with newfound respect. He just smiled at the girl brimming with enthusiasm towards him. 
 
    Miria’s ear twitched and she shot her gaze to the side, instantly turning her expression into a serious one. “A scream. I think a human one. It only reached my ears because of how high it was.” 
 
    They looked at each other and nodded, instantly breaking into a run. Miria took the front like usual. She also had the best abilities to follow any other sounds that could come at them. Still, even though she could run much faster than Asterios, she kept the exact distance they had set between themselves before so that she could instantly jump back and protect him. 
 
    A minute later, the corridor started widening even more and they could see an entrance to some chamber. Miria reached it first and stopped. They both could hear sounds of battle from a bit further already. Asterios soon caught up to her and stood by Miria’s side at the beginning of the room. The interior was very irregular, similar to those of a natural cavern with flat ground. 
 
    “Kyaaaaaaaaaaah!” 
 
    Just as he laid his eyes on the center of it, a blond-haired girl, wearing priestly robes, had been impaled by a huge scorpion’s tail. Its venom started working instantly due to the critical wound and she began vomiting blood. Two seconds later she was already gone. No chances of survival. Not with a venomous spike the size of a fist piercing through her stomach. 
 
    “Kelly! Shit, shit, shit, shit!” 
 
    There were three monsters surrounding a party of four. Now actually three. A woman with a black ponytail, judging by her movements a Martial Artist, was fending off one enemy with her fists and kicks while dodging. A few meters behind her back, a girl in magician’s robes was lying on the ground and spasming with a blank expression and her staff on the side. She was the owner of the scream that Miria had back then.  
 
    Trying to defend her, a boy with short brown hair, wielding a longsword, most likely a Warrior, was trying his best to push back another scorpion at his front. Judging by his expression, he was on the verge of breaking down. He was the one who called the name of the deceased healer. The scorpion that took out their Priestess somewhere in the middle of them, most likely while she was casting something to help her injured friend, was now beginning to walk towards the boy from behind. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria, who was observing the battlefield with her utmost attention, focusing on the new enemies they hadn’t yet faced. She had her blades ready but didn’t make a move. 
 
    ~I’d have bet you would instantly jump to save her,~ he pointed out mentally within their sped-up mental connection. 
 
    He was almost sure that Miria should have been able to prevent the girl’s death. She saw the situation a bit earlier than him. With her speed, it should have been enough to react. She could have also mentally requested a boost while he was still running. 
 
    Miria turned her serious face to him, still keeping an eye on the battlefield.  
 
    ~I am Master’s familiar. Now also someone lucky enough to call herself Master’s mate too. As much as I want to help them, I have my own priorities, and Master’s safety is the highest one. We beastfolk always place our family in the first spot, no matter the situation. I will not take action that could endanger Master’s life on my own, even if that means watching from the sidelines as others die.~ 
 
    He could feel the weight and intensity behind her words. There was no hesitation. She could very well kill for him. Asterios instantly understood that this was the way their people were raised, to treasure their families over anything else. He could guess that almost no one would blame others for making hard decisions to protect their loved ones. Miria might have been an incredibly shy and timid girl when it came to social interactions, but she was a strong warrior at the core. Living and dying by their people’s code. 
 
    Some might have viewed such beliefs as selfish and cruel, but Asterios couldn’t stop a smile forming on his lips. He knew he was exactly the same when it came to his mother. And now, also to her. 
 
    He quickly stepped closer and pulled Miria into his embrace, stealing her lips with a soft and gentle kiss. They parted very quickly. It was just a peck, but Miria’s eyes widened to the brim.  
 
    A smile much wider than his rose on her face. Even though it was one of their many kisses, she never felt so much love from it before. Not in this intensity. Aimed straight at her. As a girl. She could barely hold back her tears of happiness. It was very intoxicating. But... 
 
    “Aim for the stingers.” 
 
    *BOOM* 
 
    The next second, she was gone, leaving behind only a loud thump in the air where she had been standing before. No matter how strongly Miria steeled herself, Asterios could still catch a glimpse of sadness somewhere on the sidelines of her mind and drew a Haste sigil on her back while he kissed those beautiful lips.  
 
    Three King Scorpions were not even worthy of being called an appetizer for his beloved partner. He would not let Miria feel sad because of a few trashy monsters. And she instantly perceived his intentions from the very moment he closed the distance between them. With her mana full and her body enhanced, she joined the battle. Their connection grew again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29
Learning From Mistakes 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria’s mind was a little bit fuzzy and the pleasant and warm sensation from the kiss lingered on her lips for much longer than she thought it should be physically possible. A smile just didn’t want to disappear from her face, completely disregarding the horrible scene in front of her eyes. Asterios didn’t berate her for the lack of action or her cold words. Quite the opposite. It felt like a reward. She felt all giddy inside.  
 
    But, thinking about that could wait. She now had three unknown enemies to deal with. The hint was to get rid of the stingers and the reason behind that was obvious. They saw pretty clearly what happened to the Priestess, and the Mage lying on the ground most likely received a non-lethal wound from the tail spike. 
 
    She knew that Asterios was sure she could beat them on her own or else he would have given her more instructions or support besides a quick Haste rune. Wanting to show him that he wasn’t wrong, Miria returned her focus completely to the underground battlefield as she soared through the air with her boosted lunge, shortening the distance between the fight and her previous position in an instant. 
 
    Two enemies were entangled in bouts with their respective targets, and the remaining one was heading towards the human boy from behind. It seemed like the creatures were somehow able to communicate as she saw the first one pushing the adventurer’s guard up into the air and moving its tail to the back, to prepare for a combined strike with its sibling, which arrived just close enough to send its own stinger at the same time. 
 
    Miria activated the Haste rune on her back again and filled her strengthened muscles with more mana. With a loud thump, she appeared by the side of the young man, spooking him a lot.  
 
    There was no time to talk; two deadly spikes were coming straight at him. Miria spun around, swiping the human off his feet, and parried both attacks with one hand each. They hit the ground, breaking the flooring in the process.  
 
    The scorpions were strong. Miria felt the weight behind their strikes even though she had only lightly grazed the tails with her swords. This encounter was incomparable to their previous battles. She had to finish these two quickly before the last one decided to join or won against the Martial Artist. 
 
    She swung one of her swords down at the still lowered tail, aiming to cut it off, but her blade sharpened with mana stopped around one-third into the monster’s flesh. That’s how tough its chitin armor was. The scorpion screeched loudly, announcing its pain, and hastily withdrew the stinger. 
 
    Miria clicked her tongue. She should have gone all out on it from the start. There was no chance that she would let the Bloodfang incident repeat itself again. Closing her eyes for just a moment, Miria reached with her consciousness towards Asterios, requesting for a deeper share of their senses and access to his robust mana reserves.  
 
    She sensed his smile. He was proud of her quick decision and soon the bridge between them widened to the level as high as they could currently achieve. Her own mana mixed with his powerful energy, filling her body with vigor almost to the same extent as that day in the cave. 
 
    There was no need for Miria to even open her eyes again as she perceived an incoming attack through Ast’s vision, sidestepping out of its path with ease. She opened them nevertheless. The two opponents were still surrounding her. 
 
    Miria didn’t know why she felt like doing so, but she released a loud ferocious roar, boosted with her spiritual energy, into the air, making the whole chamber tremble a little bit. The scorpions took a step back and it was enough of an opening for her. 
 
    Extending the coating on her blades wouldn’t help here, so instead, Miria drew on the hot energy filling her body and lowered her stance while switching her weapons into a reverse grip. She smiled after sensing elemental particles gathering around them. Without even a thought from her, Asterios knew exactly what she needed and provided her with an adequate enchantment. 
 
    Pushing herself off the ground, Miria lunged towards one of the scorpions and made a cross-shaped upwards slash after arriving right in front of it. Her own technique was strengthened by Wind Infusion from her master and two slashes of countless little air cuts tore through her opponent's protection, cutting off its venomous stinger, catching a few of its legs in the process too. 
 
    She instantly stepped forward and launched herself into the air off the scorpion’s head, catching the venomous spike in her hands. She thrusted it down onto its frame from above with all her body weight behind it. The improvised weapon pierced the armor with ease and sank into the flesh of the monster, poisoning it in the process. It didn’t look like they had resistance for their own venom. 
 
    Not wasting any precious seconds, Miria jumped down from the screeching beast and turned around just in time to avoid getting impaled by its sibling. She avoided being hit by stepping forward, but that was exactly what it wanted and the scorpion’s enormous claws swung at her from the sides. 
 
    Dodging them with a graceful backflip, she landed on the interlocked pliers. There was a little bit more of the Wind element on her blades so she decided to make full use of it and launched herself forward while positioning her weapons in front of her. Miria initiated a technique called Spiralling Lunge, now enhanced not only with Ast’s scorching hot mana but also elemental power. 
 
    Coming at the enemy like a vertically spinning relentless tornado, she flew straight through the monster, ripping chunks of chitin and flesh off the scorpion's top along the way, and dismembering its whole tail completely. She stopped the rotations right after going through it and slid over the floor for three more meters, arriving by the adventurer still lying on the ground. 
 
    He was shocked. Stupefied. In his eyes, a girl of no different posture than him suddenly appeared out of nowhere and literally mutilated two King Scorpions in a flash while he was holding onto his own life against just a single one. Her movements, her posture, her way of fighting, everything seemed so… ferocious and beastly. And then he noticed that her arms were covered in blackish fur, that she had cat-like ears and a tail. He shuddered, realizing that her roar might not have been a taunt spell. 
 
    A female scream brought him out of stupor. The last remaining scorpion caught his friend by both hands with its pincers and pulled her into the air. “No!” he shouted. 
 
    Miria knew she didn’t have enough time to close the distance between them and channel anything that would allow her to cut the scorpion’s pincers off no matter what she wanted to use.  
 
    ~Underside.~ Another hint from Asterios arrived in her mind. 
 
    She trusted it wholeheartedly and focused her all on the Haste sigil, almost teleporting in front of the monster. Without losing the momentum she gained from using it, she broke into a slide and glazed over the floor to get under her opponent. The moment she arrived under its belly, she drove both of her blades into it and they penetrated the surface with ease. 
 
    Still sliding, she sliced through the whole length of the scorpion's body, leaving deep cuts in it, and impressive trails of blood behind her, flying out from under its rear end. It was a success. The monster threw the girl away in its pained jolt and loud screech. It wasn’t dead yet though. 
 
    Now aware of its weakness, Miria quickly pushed herself off the ground again, threw away one of her shortswords, and jumped back under the beast. She was sure that Asterios would warn her if its blood was highly acidic so she didn’t pay attention to the waterfall that descended upon her when she did so.  
 
    Drawing on a little more of their mixed mana, she put it all in the sole sword, enlarging the coating coverage, and thrust it into the monster’s abdomen in the spot where she assumed its brain should be just above. And she was right as after her now longsword-length blade passed through its whole body, piercing the crucial organ, it surfaced on the other side, accompanied by a small fountain of blood and a complete freeze of the scorpion’s movements. 
 
    “Fueeeh?!” 
 
    *SPLOOSH* 
 
    The now lifeless body didn’t have any strength remaining to stay lifted on the limp legs and came crashing onto her, pinning Miria to the ground with a loud splash. She got painted in the monster’s blood even more. The carcass was heavy and the ground was slippery as hell from its fluids. She had a hard time doing anything. 
 
    Asterios ran up to her and stood in front of the scene with his hands on the hips, looking down at Miria’s head and shoulders poking out from under the carcass. If not for all the blood she had on her face, he could clearly see the embarrassed blush rising on her cheeks from the situation she had gotten herself into. 
 
    He smiled, shook his head, and crouched to get a grip on the monster, lifting it up just enough for Miria to wriggle out of the bloody trap. Letting it down, he offered a hand to her to help Miria stand up. 
 
    She received it and then glanced all over herself. She was completely covered in the scorpion’s fluids. Even her face and hair were full of it. The smell was horrible too. Miria quickly stepped away from Asterios so that he didn’t have to suffer it. He definitely wouldn’t want to— 
 
    *Smooch* 
 
    —kiss her? 
 
    Despite her horrible state, Asterios pursued her withdrawal and left a quick peck on Miria’s lips while she thought that he wouldn’t even want to stand close to her, getting some of the blood onto his own mouth. 
 
    “Great job. You were amazing.”  
 
    To her surprise, he also plopped his hand onto her head and started patting it, ignoring the fact of how sticky her hair was. 
 
    “T-Thank you…” she said shyly, getting all warm from realizing that even this much wouldn’t be able to stop his affectionate caresses. 
 
    Asterios brought out a piece of cloth and quickly dampened it with some water created with Livelihood Magic. Then, he proceeded to softly wipe Miria’s face out of all the blood that could potentially get into her eyes or other orifices, causing unnecessary pain and discomfort from its slightly acidic nature, or even worse sensations. She enjoyed his gentle brushes with a contented smile.  
 
    Her body shivered a little when Asterios switched to her ears, cleaning them with even more delicate movements. She couldn’t help but moan softly as he did so, but she was truly grateful for that. All the rest would have to wait for later. They still were in the middle of a dungeon. 
 
    The duo looked around and spotted the boy by the body of the Priestess, crying with her in his arms. The Martial Artist girl was pretty roughed up and she slowly limped towards him too. 
 
    Asterios sighed, making Miria glance at him curiously. He walked towards the group and she followed on his side.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing weeping over the dead while there are others on the verge of joining her soon,” he coldly stated. 
 
    The boy raised his tear-covered face and his eyes soon widened.  
 
    “Mona!”  
 
    He placed the Priestess back on the ground and ran towards the paralyzed Mage. Miria understood where Ast’s sigh came from. They also went to the spot where the girl was lying. She was still alive but the venom was circulating through her body for some time already and her strained blood vessels were clearly visible to the naked eye. 
 
    “Mona! What do we do?! We don’t have any antidotes!” the boy started shouting in panic. 
 
    “First of all, calm down.”  
 
    Asterios kneeled by the magician's side and examined her arm. He brought out his dagger and placed it against her wrist. 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    The Warrior wanted to protest, but he went silent under Miria’s low growl and a cold stare. Asterios continued his work and made a very shallow cut on one of the veins. He looked at the blood that slowly poured out and then pressed the point to seal it again with a bit of weak magic. 
 
    “Nothing I have will be able to get rid of all this venom,” he spoke.  
 
    The Warrior’s and Martial Artist’s faces turned pale. 
 
    “Master… Can’t you heal her with your techniques?” Miria asked hesitantly. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “You should already be aware of how it works. You are the only one I can heal.” 
 
    What spark of hope the party had after hearing her question, was instantly crushed by his answer and the boy started falling into despair as he looked at his slowly dying friend. 
 
    “But… I can slow down its spreading a bit. The rest will depend on the help she gets later. If she survives long enough that is,” he added. 
 
    “That’s more than enough! Please, help us! We’ll do anything!” The other girl finally joined the conversation. 
 
    Asterios nodded and threw a vial at the boy. “Make her drink this. All of it.” The adventurer uncorked it hastily and began moving it closer to the Mage’s mouth. “Stop. Her throat is obviously not working properly. Administer it mouth to mouth.” 
 
    “What?” The boy looked at Asterios surprised and hesitant. 
 
    “Would you rather I do it? Time is running away.” 
 
    The Warrior shook his head and followed Ast’s instructions. Miria smiled to herself. Even in this kind of situation he still was considerate of them. And her. Not like she would blame him. It was a necessary thing to do. She knew that from experience. 
 
    Asterios handed the other girl a low-grade regeneration potion and they began preparing to leave. Miria quickly got the monster cores out after asking him about their location. Every minute was crucial now so the party recovered as much strength back as they could. 
 
    The boy took the Mage onto his back while the other girl struggled with the dead body of the Priestess, having a hard time just looking at her deceased friend. He approached Asterios. 
 
    “Could you… help us carry our friend?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at the beat-up Martial Artist and back at him. “And with her in that state who will protect you guys on the way back? Monsters didn’t suddenly disappear. The two of us need to be fully mobile.” 
 
    “Master, I—” 
 
    Asterios raised his hand to stop Miria, knowing well what she wanted to suggest. He would not let her bring a dead body of a stranger into her own room and store it there. It was this party’s responsibility to take care of the matter and face their mistakes. He didn’t want to go completely soft on them. Things like this happened all the time. They needed to push through by themselves. 
 
    They finally departed and the duo guided the injured party back through the maze of corridors. As Asterios said, the monsters were still present, but Miria dealt with them all as they didn’t encounter any strong ones. King Scorpions were pretty much the worst of the first floor. And Miria had Ast’s support all the time now as they didn’t want to risk anything with such a big group. 
 
    Since they were pretty much running all the way back, following Ast’s mana handprints, they reached the entrance chamber in under half an hour. The girl was starting to look really bleak.  
 
    There were fewer adventurers here now so it was easy to run through the room. Many noticed them, but it looked like it wasn’t something rare as barely anyone reacted. They didn’t bother to search for a healer here; the more skilled ones would be resting on the lower floors for sure. 
 
    Asterios and Miria helped them climb the stairs and the party instantly started screaming for help after getting outside. Their escort wasn’t necessary now so they slowed down and let the adventurers run towards the gates to the outer ring by themselves, already picking up people on their way. 
 
    The duo stopped, looked at each other, and sighed. Asterios started patting Miria’s head and she let herself enjoy his pleasant touch. Her whole body shivered and then she suddenly froze with her eyes wide, staring into nothingness somewhere above his shoulder; ears and tail standing at attention. 
 
    “Miria?” Asterios spoke confusedly. 
 
    “It’s nothing! I just… ummmm… I... I have to leave... Like now.” 
 
    He could feel the growing uneasiness not only from her voice but also through their connection. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master. I know this is sudden, but… I just remembered I had promised my mom something,” she explained herself while avoiding his eyes. 
 
    Asterios could tell that she really was in a rush. “Hey, hey, it’s fine. I’m not holding you here hostage. Go, I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Miria smiled awkwardly. “I… don’t know how long it will take. Maybe a day… or three… I won’t be able to come here during that period... Ah! Of course, I’ll come right away if there’s an emergency!” 
 
    He chuckled and kept brushing through her hair. He had a weird feeling that Miria started avoiding his fingers with her ears though. 
 
    “Just go. Take your time. As much as you need. Tell me if there’s anything I can help with.” He smiled at her again. 
 
    Miria nodded quickly a few times and took a step back. “Thank you. I promise I will be back as soon as possible. See you later, Master.” And she hastily dived into the crimson portal in front of him. 
 
    Asterios sighed. That was… weird. But Miria certainly was distressed about something she had just remembered at that moment. He took a deep breath of fresh air, turned around, and gazed up into the starry sky. It was pretty much the middle of the night. 
 
    “What a beautiful full moon…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30
Two Sides of the Same Coin ♥ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios headed towards the outer circle of the encampment. He had to find a place to stay for the time that Miria would be away. Since she wasn’t sure how long her business would take, he preferred to remain around the dungeon just in case she would get done with it quite fast. 
 
    He arrived in the sea of tents and immediately spotted a small gathering somewhere in the middle of the road. The familiar Martial Artist was visible through the crowd and he could spot a few people from the guild who were in robes, most likely all kinds of healers taking care of the poisoned Mage. There was nothing he could help with there so Asterios walked to search for a tent serving as an inn or something like that. 
 
    There were a few of them placed around, almost all completely full, as expected. Fortunately, he managed to find a free spot in a place that provided just a bit of space to lay down on a mattress. It was enough. He didn’t want to distract Miria to get their stuff so Asterios was glad that they had those beddings ready. 
 
    After a calm night, he decided to pay a visit to the guild’s tent and cash on some of the cores. He would leave one or two of each monster in his collection, just in case they could come useful in summoning or other helpful things.  
 
    The King Scorpion crystals were obviously worth the most. With all they gathered yesterday, the guild paid him seven silver coins, which was quite a good amount of cash for focusing on training instead of hunting down as many monsters as they could. It was all thanks to the scorpions as, without them, they would have received only three coins. 
 
    Asterios spent half a day familiarizing himself more with the guide they had received from Ven in preparation for their future attempts at the lower floors of the dungeon. He also thought a lot about their performance yesterday and what should be their next step in terms of summoning. Prolonging that any longer was unnecessary. He got a lot of data from those few fights they had entered.  
 
    But, he wanted to hear Miria’s opinion first, so he noted down his observations and suggestions and decided to consult her after she came back. She was the one who fought directly so she might have different remarks regarding what they should improve first.  
 
    He thought about trying to summon another entity that would fight alongside her. The battle with scorpions went well, but it was clear as a day that Miria alone already had a bit of an issue with three enemies spread around while needing to protect other people. Even if they were alone, more than three or four decently strong enemies would start giving her trouble, and both of them didn’t want to risk anything when they had a way to strengthen their party with another member. 
 
    Getting a little stiff from just sitting or lying down all the time, he decided to stretch his bones a bit before going to sleep. Supposedly, Clockwork Mushrooms were growing not that far to the east from the encampment, so it was a good chance to try and get some while he was at it. 
 
    Asterios wandered through the forest quite confidently but never dropping his guard and lowering his focus. There were no sightings of any dangerous beasts or monsters in the vicinity of the dungeon as its aura often scared them away, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    After two hours, he managed to get three mushrooms. Nothing unexpected. He prepared himself to not find even a single one with so many adventures coming and going from the camp, but it looked like a little bit of luck was on his side tonight. 
 
    As he was standing up from picking the fourth one near a tree, a familiar feeling of a portal opening surfaced behind his back.  
 
    *THUMP* 
 
    Before he could turn around though, someone slammed into his back and two furry hands appeared on his chest, hugging him very tightly. Miria’s fingers grasped his vest with so much strength she almost tore holes in it. 
 
    “Master… Please… Order me to return to my realm… And to not come for a few days… I really—” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He felt a shudder after his question. Miria’s words were very weak and sounded tired or uncomfortable. Her heart was racing so fast he could feel its pounding through his back like a war drum moments before a valiant charge. Asterios started wondering if she perhaps got sick and didn’t want to risk him joining her, but she wouldn’t come here in the first place if that was the case. 
 
    The grip on his chest tightened even more. Miria’s nails started pressing against his skin through the material. 
 
    “I… I can’t hold it back… It’s so much worse than in the past… Please… Use our contract to order me to stay away! I can’t let you see me like this!” 
 
    He started noticing how hot her body and breath were. A certain possibility started surfacing in Ast’s mind.  
 
    “You can’t let me see you like what?” 
 
    Another shiver. It was like his voice was the reason behind them. 
 
    “Please… Just… I can’t… I’m like a completely different person when I’m—” 
 
    “In heat?” 
 
    Silence. There was no jolt this time. Asterios mustered all his strength to loosen Miria’s hold on his chest and barely managed to turn himself around to face her. He instantly realized he was right.  
 
    Miria’s face was completely flushed, her breathing was hot, shallow, and slightly ragged, and she was using her mouth to faintly gasp for air. Her eyes were almost on the verge of tears, with a hazy and distant gaze. 
 
    The moment he finished turning around, she started slowly closing the distance between their faces, showing off the fangs in her open mouth. Their lips soon connected. She started licking and sucking on his mouth from all sides and trying to greedily push her tongue inside. 
 
    Before she did that, a bit of clarity returned to her eyes and she hastily withdrew herself, pushing Asterios away with her hands, which moved onto his shoulders. She stayed with her arms extended, panting from the previous action. 
 
    “I’m sorry… It never was this strong… Not even the last time...” 
 
    “Last time?” 
 
    Miria averted her gaze but still kept stealing glances at him. “During our training…” 
 
    Asterios finally connected all the dots after recalling Miria’s sudden change of behavior yesterday.  
 
    "Full moon?" 
 
    Miria nodded hesitantly. 
 
    Her sudden switch in behavior was exactly the same as two weeks ago when they were in the middle of their training. Miria just announced one day that she had to take care of something for two days and that she would train at home. She must have left in anticipation of the incoming moon phase, which happened fortnightly in Ast’s realm. 
 
    “We Pantherkin go into heat every full moon… But it’s not that bad... I was always able to deal with it myself. Just spending a day or two alone is enough for our kind. But… after Master accepted me as his mate... And then that kiss in the dungeon… It’s just… I can’t get rid of the itching with just fingers...” 
 
    “And why are you letting yourself go through so much pain when you do have a mate? Why are you holding back so much? Am I not good enough?” he asked concernedly. 
 
    Miria frantically shook her head. “NO! It’s not like that! It’s just… I’m scared…” 
 
    Asterios sighed and swatted her arms away in the moment of her distraction, pulling himself close to her again.  
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    She embraced his back and just kept staring at Ast’s face for a moment, puffing soft and shallow breaths at him. “I’m… not like usual… not myself… It’s not me when I stop holding it back… You’d hate that side of me… I’m anything but shy, cute, and timid… I’m not the Miria that you kno—MHN?!” 
 
    He had enough of her silly excuses and sealed Miria’s lips with his, surprising her a lot. For some time already, his mind had been getting filled with a myriad of lewd thoughts from her through their connection as Miria was in no state to properly control what was getting through and what wasn't. He knew exactly what she meant by not being herself as most of those thoughts showed her yearning for quite the rough affection. It naturally was starting to partially affect his mood too. 
 
    After parting, he placed both of his hands on her cheeks, which made Miria shiver from the touch, and leaned their foreheads against each other while staring straight into her deep black eyes. 
 
    “Now, listen here. First of all, I’m your master. It’s my full responsibility to take care of whatever needs you may have. And if that wasn’t enough already, I’m now also your mate. By choice. You have not even the slightest hint of a reason to go through all of this alone. What I hate is the fact that you are still doing so. If you are worried about me answering your feelings and willing to do this stuff with you only out of obligation, then don't,” he spoke in a stern tone, slowly, so that she could understand the weight of his words. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    It still didn’t work. Aware of Miria’s true wishes, he spun them around and pushed her back against the tree, evoking a soundly moan from the panthergirl. He leaned to her ear. 
 
    “There’s no way that I would hate learning about a new side of the girl I like,” he whispered to it sensually, sending a wave of shivers through her whole body. He raised her chin to match their gazes again. “So, are you finally going to stop, or do I have to use an order to make you be honest with yourself?” 
 
    She instantly went for his lips as her answer. Miria’s greedy tongue dived straight into Ast’s mouth and he did not resist, letting the forceful invader make its way inside to invite his own tongue for a wild dance. They exchanged deep kisses for over three minutes, panting and gasping for air when they started running out of room to breathe during their heated exchange. 
 
    Miria let go of her worries completely. There was nothing but Asterios in her mind now. The man who summoned her into this beautiful world. The man who let her stay by his side to explore it. The man who risked his own life to save her, and the man who finally accepted her feelings wholeheartedly. Her mate for life. She started to feel stupid for her previous behavior. 
 
    She released his lips from her relentless assault and pulled Asterios into a hug as close as she could; her whole body was shaking from happiness. It was not possible for her to go back now. She seductively licked his earlobe while running her hands over his back. 
 
    “Masteeeeeeeeeer… I love you so much… I’m… I’m at my limit after what you said… Can we do it here?” She kept speaking to it while kissing and biting on Ast’s ear. 
 
    She was fully aware that they were in the middle of the forest, which was not that far from the encampment around the dungeon, but the itch down there was starting to get really painful when she stopped holding back. 
 
    “Nyaaaaaaaaahn~!” 
 
    Ast’s hand plopped onto her head and started affectionately caressing her now even more sensitive ears, making her release a long moan of pleasure. He brought Miria back in front of him and smiled at her. 
 
    “How can I say no when you are like this? Don’t worry and just watch.”  
 
    He sensed her slight distress over their location and decided to act on it. Miria let him go and leaned over the tree while staring intently at Ast’s figure, doing her best not to jump at him instantly. He walked to the other side of the tree and drew a rune consisting of six strokes, which looked like a house with an X inside. Soon after, the air around five meters from their position started shimmering like in a hot desert. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Alcove of Serenity. No sounds will escape this zone. We don’t want anyone interrupting us, right?” 
 
    Miria’s eyes widened. Such a useful spell. With it, they could mate as hard as they wanted and no one would hear anything. She immediately pushed herself off the tree and crashed into Ast’s chest, starting to kiss and lick his neck. 
 
    He caught her and chuckled. “Hahaha, wait, wait! There’s one more thing!” 
 
    She reluctantly slowed down but stayed in his embrace. “What else? I really need it now… I’ve been holding back for over a day… It’s like a waterfall down there… My whole bed is so soaked that I won’t be able to sleep in it for a week...” 
 
    Ast's eyes widened from hearing Miria be so straightforward. He shook his head to clear his thoughts before he got lost in his own fantasies. The ones flooding his mind from Miria’s side were already enough. And they were quickly increasing in number. 
 
    “I have no idea if our races are compatible or not… but just in case they are… I want to put a contraceptive sigil on you… Are you okay with that?” he properly explained his plan. 
 
    Miria only just now realized that she could get pregnant if they actually had sex, and a little bit of her usual, shy nature found its way back through the powerful yearning. She hid her face in his collarbone as the images of her having Ast’s babies started appearing in her mind. 
 
    “Y-Y-Yes, please…” she whispered barely audible words. 
 
    He stroked her head, completely aware of her wild imagination. “Good. Just so that we are in the clear, I don’t dislike that idea completely, but so soon it would be bad if—nguh?!” 
 
    A sudden bite on his neck made Asterios stop and look down. He was met with completely infatuated eyes of Miria staring right back at him as her fangs pulled his flesh just barely not strong enough to cause any injuries. He was the one to shiver this time. She let go of his neck and started raining kisses on the spot she had bitten. 
 
    “Master~ If you keep saying things like that any longer… I will really lose it~” she said in an extremely beguiling tone. 
 
    Asterios quickly moved his hand to Miria’s belly and drew the rune before things escalated beyond his control. If Miria really stopped holding back, he wouldn’t be able to even lift a finger against her. 
 
    She giggled and released a soft moan as he stroked her tummy. Asterios brought his hand back to brush her cute lips and she started licking his thumb. 
 
    “It’s time to lose it then,” he exclaimed with a smile. 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled and she pushed him away. Making some space between them, she grabbed her short vest and pulled it off over her head in one swift motion. Two bountiful peaks bathed in the silver moonlight jiggled right in front of Ast’s eyes. Before her top managed to fall to the ground, she had already slid off her hot pants alongside her panties and jumped out of them in a flash. 
 
    A beautiful and completely naked girl stood in front of Asterios in all her glory. The sight was so amazing that he froze for a moment, admiring the body perfectly toned from all the physical exercise. If he had to use only one word to describe her, no other one than perfect would be fitting. Miria’s womanly charms, which were not too big in her case, just accentuated the athletic figure. The only foreign thing in this image was a small heart-shaped sigil glowing in crimson hues under her belly. 
 
    Even though Miria didn’t hide her breasts or nether regions, she used both hands to cover the area just above her precious place, squeezing her considerable peaks together in the process. She was ready to pounce on him, yet she was still subconsciously hiding that little patch of fur. He shook his head with a smile and approached her, placing his own hand on Miria’s slim tummy. 
 
    “I have one more thing to say.”  
 
    He slowly trailed his fingers down, brushing over her smooth skin, evoking a long sigh from Miria. His palm dived under hers and sank into the silky bush. Asterios moved his mouth close to her ear. 
 
    “This…” he whispered while twirling the cute patch, “just adds to how erotic you look…” 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched furiously and her heart skipped a beat as the very last of her insecurities vanished. She spun around and bent herself forward, placing one of her hands on the tree and using the other one to spread her secret place along with her legs, allowing Asterios to see it clearly.  
 
    The heat inside her parted lower lips was intense. He could spot little clouds of steam rising from the arousing crevice, and countless droplets of love juices dripped down Miria’s legs. The chilliness of the night perfectly enhanced this image. She glanced at him over her shoulder, locking their eyes. 
 
    No words were necessary. Just Miria’s pleading gaze was enough. Asterios hastily got rid of his clothing in a similar way to her, making sure to give Miria a good show of his body. The very moment his erect penis sprung into the open air, her eyes instantly locked on the rock-hard member. 
 
    Asterios chuckled seeing that he lost her attention and moved closer, placing his hand on Miria’s plump butt and aiming the tip of his cock at her pink folds. He would love to take it slow with her, for both their first times, but from all the thoughts he was receiving from Miria, he was completely aware that it wouldn't be possible in the current predicament. She would pounce on him the moment he hesitated even a little bit. 
 
    “Nhhhnnnnnn~” Feeling his glans come into contact with her heated slit, she released a long sigh. 
 
    “Here I come then.” 
 
    “Yesss! Please, don't hold back! I really need it! Please, Masteeeeer!” 
 
    He complied with her wishes instantly and began slowly inserting his penis into the hot tunnel. The very moment Ast’s glans were swallowed by Miria’s lower lips, she moved the hand holding her pussy to join the one on the tree and pushed herself off it, shoving his whole cock into her yearning cave in one go. 
 
    “Nghhhhhyaaaaannnn~!” she screamed in pleasure, throwing her head to the back. 
 
    Asterios grunted at the sudden movement as Miria’s soft bottom slammed against his waist. He didn’t even feel going through her hymen with how hard and fast she gulped his dick down up to the very base. Her whole body started spasming and he noticed Miria’s legs going limp so he quickly hugged her waist with his arms. She orgasmed just from taking him in, that’s how sensitive she was from the whole day of holding back. 
 
    “Maaaasterrr~!”  
 
    She was already looking back at him while gasping for air. Asterios knew exactly what she wanted and pulled his hips back, just to thrust them forward with all the strength he had. He began relentlessly pistoning Miria’s hot tight insides.  
 
    A girl’s first time was supposed to be slow, painful, and awkward, but here he was, hammering Miria’s pussy like a blacksmith raining down his tool onto the sturdy metal on the anvil, making her moan into the sky with each slap. 
 
    “Aaaahnnn… Nyaahaan… Ahhh… Ahhh… Yeeeees… Harder… Nyaahhnn... Nyaaahnn…” 
 
    Even with that, she begged him for more. It was surreal. Unthinkable. But it was not the time to ponder over logic. Asterios fully focused on exploring Miria’s coiling insides. Her internal walls pressured his penis each time he brought his hips back, making it almost plop out of her. Then, he pierced through them again, sending his waist forward, scraping over the uneven surface of her pussy and spreading the tight tunnel with his glans. 
 
    “Nyaahnnn… Mooooree… Ahnn… Master’s cock… is soo goood… Ravage my pussy… pleasssseeeeeeee...”  
 
    Wet sounds accompanied the rhythmic slapping of flesh against flesh. The amount of love juices that were spurting out of Miria’s love nest was immense, splashing onto Ast’s abdomen with each powerful slam, dripping onto the ground from the place where they were connected. From what he knew, it definitely couldn't be considered normal. It was pointless to compare Miria to human girls though. 
 
    Asterios knew she was feeling as good as him, but he wanted to give her more. He wanted to really fulfill her wishes of doing her so hard that she wouldn’t be able to walk straight for a whole day. That’s what he got from her mind at one point. To achieve that, he decided to incorporate a new tactic into this battle. 
 
    As he kept drilling his hard cock into Miria’s leaking honeypot, he moved one of his hands to the starting point of the black fluffy rope dancing wildly in front of his eyes. He pushed his index finger against Miria’s skin and twirled her beautiful tail around his whole forearm. 
 
    “Nyaaaaaahnnnnn~! Myyyy taaaaaaail~!” 
 
    The moment he gently gripped the soft strand of fur, Miria released another loud scream, and her pussy convulsed in response, clenching down on his dick even more. Another wave of love nectar squirted from her lower lips as her whole body trembled from reaching another peak. Miria’s hands dug into the tree, making the bark crack, sending splinters to the sides. 
 
    Asterios didn’t stop. He kept slamming his hips as hard as he could while also faintly brushing Miria’s tail up and down to increase her pleasure. And it worked wonders.  
 
    “Yessshhh~! Ahaaaan! Hyaannn! Thaaattss itttt! Ahaaannnn! Nyaaaaa~!” 
 
    He started sensing Miria’s rising desire to get pounded even harder. It was a hard task to complete as Asterios was already going as hard as he could. 
 
    I might not be physically strong enough to match your kind, but there are countless ways to supplement myself. 
 
    After reaffirming his spirit, Asterios surprised Miria by suddenly pulling his penis out with a loud plop and swiftly rotating her vertically. Sent slightly into the air, she quickly threw her arms around his neck and entwined her legs behind his waist. Before she could express her dissatisfaction, she felt her back hit against the tree and Ast’s penis nailed her dripping pussy again. 
 
    “NYAAAAAAHNNNNNNN?!?! THAAATSSS EVEN DEEEPEEEER~! YESSS~! AHANNNNNNNN~!” 
 
    Asterios used the wooden pillar behind her to push his cock even further. Each time he scratched her depths again, Miria’s body shivered. Now that they were able to face each other, she began raining kisses and bites onto his lips as much as she could in between the fervent moans and gasps for air.  
 
    She was so happy, so glad, so ecstatic. Miria didn’t expect Asterios to actually do her this hard even though it was what she really wanted. She began using her thighs to push her hips according to his thrusts, to shove Ast’s penis even deeper into her lewd hole. 
 
    “Masssteeeeeeeeer~! I looveee youuuuuu~! Nyaaahn… Ahnnnnn... Pleaseeeee! Fill me uppppp!” 
 
    Asterios realized that she must have sensed him reaching his limits. There was just one more thing he could do to give her the ending she deserved. He placed both of his hands on Miria’s shoulders and pushed her a little bit lower, pinning her to the tree even more while ravaging her pussy with powerful thrusts. 
 
    She stared at his lips from slightly below, already missing kissing those two soft bumps. Asterios locked their gazes for a moment and smiled mischievously. Miria’s eyes widened. She felt herself approaching another climax and she had a weird premonition that he was planning something that would send her pleasure meters straight through the roof. 
 
    And she was not mistaken as Asterios moved his mouth towards the top of her head, not breaking the eye contact for even a second. Realization hit her instantly. 
 
    “WAAAAIT! If you do that… nyaaahhaan… now… ahnnnn… I—” 
 
    But it was too late. Ast’s supple lips closed over the tip of her left ear. 
 
    “HYAAAAAAHNNNNNNNNNN~!” 
 
    A wave of intense pleasure ran through Miria’s whole body as it started shaking. She was approaching her peak insanely fast and Asterios was still drilling her pussy senseless. It was the best. She would have the biggest orgasm while he was affectionately kissing her ear and making out with her precious place. Nothing could have been better. 
 
    Miria, unfortunately, was wrong. 
 
    “AHYAAAAAAAHNNN~! NYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA~!” 
 
    With just the perfect amount of strength to send her over the edge, Asterios nibbled on her earlobe, sinking his teeth very gently into the insanely delicate inner side of Miria’s ear. That was way too much than what she expected and she was pushed over the edge hard. Her back arched like a bridge while Miria released the loudest scream that night. 
 
    The dam holding back the sea of white finally broke when Miria’s pussy squeezed Ast’s cock with unbelievable strength and cloudy liquid shot out of his tip. Waves of hot semen crashed against her furthest depths and Miria’s body jerked once more as the hot seed filled her insides to the brim. 
 
    Asterios held her in the air for the whole duration of their orgasms. After a minute, Miria’s body finally stopped spasming and he pulled her to lean onto him. He stepped to the side, watching out not to slip on the grass, completely painted in their love juices, and sat under the tree. They both panted hard. It was more like desperate wheezing for air. 
 
    After five minutes, Miria slowly pulled herself up from his shoulder and positioned her face in front of his while still sitting on Ast’s lap with her legs locked onto his waist. She looked down at their nether regions. A faint stream of white was dripping out of her pussy and Ast’s half-erect penis was just in front of it. 
 
    She returned her gaze back up, now with a much clearer head than before, and started getting extremely embarrassed over all the things she said to Asterios so shamelessly. She opened her mouth to start apologizing, but he hastily placed a finger on it and shushed her down. After she had given up, Asterios leaned forward and joined their lips in a loving and gentle peck. 
 
    “Shy Miria, lewd Miria, I don’t care, I love them both.” He smiled at her. 
 
    She pursued his lips and left one more kiss on them. “Thank you… I’m sorry for stupidly worrying over this… I love you too, Master.” 
 
    He chuckled and patted her head. “I know. So don’t hide stuff like that from me anymore, okay? I could feel how bad you felt when you jumped out of the portal.” 
 
    She smiled adorably and nodded. “I promise.” She then looked down again and then averted her gaze. “Ummm… Do you really… like it?” 
 
    Asterios raised one of his eyebrows. After glancing where she looked, he instantly realized what she was asking about. He sighed and shook his head, using one of his hands to bring Miria’s face towards his. 
 
    “Silly girl, there’s not a single spot on your whole body I wouldn't love to see. This,” he used the other one to poke the fluffy bush above her slit, “is on the list too. Don’t you ever dare think of getting rid of it for me. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Even though her face was still slightly flushed, Miria felt a heavy blush creep onto her cheeks. She snuggled as close to Asterios as she could, pressing her soft breasts against his warm chest, and started nuzzling her face into his neck while purring affectionately. Nothing could describe the happiness she felt at that moment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31
Towards a Better Future 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios and Miria cuddled together for around ten minutes until the heat of the moment completely washed off them and they started feeling the chilliness of the night. He suggested taking a dip in a stream not that far from their location as he had stumbled onto one during his stroll through the forest and Miria agreed. 
 
    They arrived there without any issues and went in together. The shy Miria was completely back. It amused him to see her awkwardly cover herself with her arms and tail while blushing furiously. He patted her head and turned around so that they could wash themselves comfortably. Especially Miria. 
 
    After they were done bathing and then drying up, the duo began heading towards the encampment together. Miria was clearly happy walking by his side as it was easily seen from her gleefully dancing tail and the quick glances she kept stealing at Asterios. He was glad that her mood was good. 
 
    “So… The place I booked for the night is not that spacious and really crowded. I didn’t expect you to finish your business that fast…” he started the conversation. 
 
    “Ehehe… I’m sorry for lying to you, Master. I told you I have things to do while I just shamelessly ran away…” She giggled wryly. 
 
    “It’s fine. Forget it. Anyway, it might be a bit uncomfortable so I think you should spend the night at home this time.” 
 
    “Ummmm… I don’t think that’s a good idea…” 
 
    He turned his face towards her. “Why?” 
 
    “The bed…” 
 
    “Ah… So it wasn't a figure of speech.” 
 
    She hastily looked away with a completely red face and kneaded her joined hands in the front. Asterios chuckled and brushed through her hair. 
 
    “I understand. We’ll have to huddle up closely then. Not that I dislike this idea.” He smiled at her and so did she. 
 
    It disappeared from her lips after a moment as Miria looked down and stroked her collar. Asterios didn’t miss that. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head gently. “No… it’s just that I… Yesterday wasn’t the only time I’ve lied to you… The collar… it—” 
 
    “It’s a proposal, right?” He cut her off. 
 
    “Eh?” Miria turned her face to him with wide eyes. “You knew?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Not really. At least not for sure. But from the time we spent together and also from your mind during our deepened connection, I figured out that you aren’t exactly that much into master/servant play to be that happy about getting a collar that you could wear in public. You looked truly overjoyed that day. So, I apologize for sounding rude, but I assumed that for beastfolk it might have another meaning.” 
 
    She dropped her eyes to the ground and Miria’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “Hey, hey. It’s not like you lied to me there. You just didn’t tell me the whole truth. So, don’t feel so down, okay?” 
 
    “But still…” 
 
    He sighed and moved his hand to her waist, pulling Miria into his embrace and placing a soft kiss on her lips. They separated and stared each other into the eyes. Asterios brushed over her cheek with his thumb and then moved his hand to the collar. 
 
    “Are you regretting this?” He faintly pulled the strap and leaned closer to Miria’s ear. “Because I certainly am not,” he whispered. 
 
    After he backed away, Asterios was met with a loving gaze from Miria, accompanied by her rosy cheeks. 
 
    “Never," she answered and hastily closed the distance again to leave a quick peck on his lips before shyly looking away. He released the embarrassed panthergirl to not tease her too much and Miria switched into her beast form, allowing them to get back to the camp fast. 
 
    They arrived at the tent functioning as their place to stay and laid down on the narrow mattress together. Miria fell asleep on Ast’s chest under his gentle caresses over her head and her sensitive ears, cuddled up to him closely. 
 
    The next morning, Miria returned home for a moment to change the sheets on her bed. It would be bad if she left them unattended in their poor state. While she carried them to the washroom, she didn’t miss the knowing smirk her mother showed when they passed each other, making her shiver in embarrassment. 
 
    Reducing their bedding to such a state was nothing shameful for Pantherkin as going into heat was obviously part of their nature, but no matter how many intense baths Miria would take, it was close to impossible to hide from her mother’s nose what she and Asterios did last night.  
 
    She hastily left the place as soon as she could, in hopes that she wouldn’t stumble on her father. After coming back to Asterios, they went to eat breakfast together in one of the restaurant-like tents where he filled her in on what he was doing when she was gone. As they ate, Miria started going through the guide too, having Asterios explain the most important details to her. 
 
    Later, after they revised the information about the next three floors, the duo strolled together through the camp, heading outside of it, towards a clearing where they would be able to talk more about their first trip into the dungeon and their future plans. 
 
    Before they reached the starting line of the tents, a familiar female voice resonated through the air, making Miria’s ears twitch towards the source. 
 
    “Hey! It’s them! They are here, come on!” 
 
    They both turned around to see three people running clearly in their direction. Asterios and Miria instantly recognized the Martial Artist and Warrior from the day before yesterday, now with their Mage friend jogging in between them. 
 
    The trio soon reached their destination and stopped, calming their breaths. The boy raised his face after doing so and looked at Miria. 
 
    “I’m sorry for stopping you. We just wanted to say thank you properly for saving us from those scorpions, to the both of—”  
 
    He stopped when his gaze moved to Asterios, showing visible signs of confusion and hesitation. The boy scratched his head and glanced back at Miria as if to confirm something, then at her furry arms he could never forget, and back to him.  
 
    Asterios then realized that they saw him only in his awakened mode and smiled. “Yes, I’m the same person. My hair and eyes tend to change colors now and then.” 
 
    The adventurer also smiled wryly and bowed his head a bit. The two girls on his sides did the same. Previously, Asterios didn’t have time to take a better look at them than just to estimate their roles and how bad their condition was, so he glanced at the party as they showed courtesy. 
 
    The boy looked to be around fifteen or sixteen. His friends also seemed to be around the same age. Most likely a group of childhood friends who decided to become adventurers for whatever reason they had come up with. Maybe out of necessity. Who knew. 
 
    One of the girls, the Mage, stepped forward and made an even more respectful bow towards Asterios. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing your medicine with me. I would have definitely died if not for its effects. I’m eternally indebted to you and I would really want to repay your kindness even a bit, but I don’t have anything I could use to do that, so I—” 
 
    He plopped his hand onto her dark violet hair. “I don’t need anything. Your gratitude is enough. Just make sure that in the future you guys pick your battles more carefully. It’s not shameful to run away. Dead men tell no tales. I would give you a good scolding, but I think you’ve gone through enough to understand your mistakes. There are situations where you can't back off, but this one certainly didn't seem like it, right?” 
 
    Sad expressions clouded their faces when the party was reminded of their fallen friend and their decisions. 
 
    The boy spoke up again. “Yes… We do… It was all my fault… As a leader, I—” 
 
    “You are a unit. The responsibility is shared. Go, sit down together and talk about the mistakes each of you made. All of them. Blindly following the leader without voicing out your doubts is one too.” He looked at each of them. “We’ve received your thanks. There’s no debt to be repaid. Just, if you ever find others that would remind you of your past selves, make sure to pass your experiences onto them.” 
 
    They all nodded respectfully and then looked at Miria. She didn’t know what to say in such a situation so she just smiled and nodded her head at them too. “It’s as Master said.” 
 
    Hearing the woman call the man by her side master was a little bit unusual to them, but they noticed the collar on her neck and assumed that she must have been his combat slave. The young adventurers weren’t familiar with collars for summons. Not wanting to impose on their savior anymore, they left after one more round of bowing. The duo returned to their path. 
 
    “You were really cool back there, Master.” Miria took a step forward, turned around, and smiled at him. 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I just quoted some random inspirational words I’ve read in books to cheer them up. It’s nothing to be proud of.” 
 
    “Using them properly at a correct time is a feat worthy of praise though.” 
 
    He smiled too and reached for her head. “Right. Thank you for the compliment.” 
 
    She enjoyed his pats for a moment and they went on their way to the clearing. A short discussion awaited them, and preparations to invite another member to their small party, before they descended further into the dungeon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s me again! So, you’ve made it through the first book, congratulations! I hope you’ve enjoyed your time here because I had a blast writing this story back in the day. Yeah, these thirty chapters are around six months old from the moment of writing this note since the novel was a contest entry on a certain novel-posting site. Took second place, unfortunately, or fortunately, haha. But man, I honestly never expected it to move somewhere else than just the few sites I’m posting my scribbles on. And here we are, taking the first step into the vast world of Amazon. 
 
    Anyway, I truly hope that this book did fulfill your expectations, at least partially. I’m well aware that some parts might have felt slightly cliché and such, but I honestly don’t pay attention to these things. Writing is something that I picked up randomly after years of reading and developing stories in my head. Everything is cliché to me at this point. Thus, I just write whatever feels right to happen in the world that I’m building, without worrying too much about what was already explored. I mean, as long as it’s fun, it’s fun, right? I don’t know about others, but I could read shiploads of stories revolving around my favorite themes without getting bored of them, hah. 
 
    Hmmm… It’s my first time writing an afterword and I’m constantly not sure what to talk about. Well, I guess I can thank everyone who picked this book up again and gave it a chance. And everyone else that keeps supporting my suddenly revealed passion, helping this dream become true.  
 
    This might be a good moment to mention that this story is still being published as a web novel on my Patreon and some other sites, receiving updates twice a week usually. I would love it if you could support my stories there. Every single like, comment, feedback is a huge help and means a lot to us, authors. That said, leaving a rating or a brief review here, on Amazon, surely is a huge thing too. If you have some spare time, please, feel free to give your thoughts about the story. Anywhere. I read them all. Always. I love talking with readers on my Discord. 
 
    Thanks again and see you all in the next volume! 
 
    

  

 
   
    What’s next? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Obviously, next comes another volume full of Ast’s and Miria’s adventures. And naturally, of their new friend too. The second volume will focus on them finding the best ways to work together while tackling various quests and dungeons, and also, will slowly start revealing more about Ast’s past and weird power. Because, I think we all know that he isn’t exactly normal, right? 
 
    So, many great events lie ahead! If you aren’t the person to wait months for the second volume to come, there’s always Patreon, where I’m finishing the third one at the time of writing this note! That’s some content! Chapter numbers from this book correspond to the chapters on Patreon, so you can pick the story up from Chapter 31 straight away! Just, be sure to start from that one, since it was cut in half for this publication! 
 
    See you in the second volume! Or Patreon. Or Discord if you decide to join the wonderful community. 
 
    Love ya, Saileri. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Where to find me? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/saileri  
 
      
 
    My community Discord server: https://discord.gg/uPjt6DJ  
 
      
 
    My Twitter: https://twitter.com/LtSaileri  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    More stories like this 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you are looking for more stories with a similar theme, for sure check Harem Lit and Harem Gamelit groups! 
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