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   Story So Far 
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    A young man named Asterios attended one of the most renowned Summoner’s academies in the Human Continent. Unfortunately, while his love for that school of magic was boundless, his path was riddled with constant failure due to his aptitude being completely minuscule. 
 
    He suffered a lot during his school days, prone to bullying and treachery as his theoretical knowledge was impressive, but he never gave up, ready to follow his dream till the end of his time. 
 
    One day, during a mid-semester exam, his current partner, Mii the Dashing Rabbit, decided to ignore his order to withdraw from the fight in the arena and was badly hurt. Asterios had to break the rules and intervene to save her. 
 
    Due to his actions, the academy’s Council finally gathered enough votes to kick him out. As he was trying to calm his mind and pondering over the future in his favorite resting spot outside of Rosewind, his hometown, a mad Agate Bear jumped out of the forest. 
 
    The fight didn’t go well, and his precious partner lost her life, sacrificing herself to shield Asterios from a lethal blow. Inexplicable fury and grief filled Ast’s heart, and something shattered around his body as it was filled with immense scorching hot energy. 
 
    A girl with cat-like features suddenly appeared and saved him before he fell unconscious. He soon learned that he had somehow summoned her, and the girl named Miria was eager to join him as his familiar to explore his world, which she found extremely interesting. 
 
    He registered at the Adventurer’s Guild and took the examination to see how they would fare against the instructor. Miria obliterated the examiner in her panther form, not giving them even a chance to react. 
 
    A short meeting with the guildmaster of that branch followed, and the elf woman Suanori granted him her Token of Fealty, deciding to bet on the mysterious youth after noticing his potential and the strength of his familiar. 
 
    Asterios returned to the academy to hand back his uniform and ID, but unfortunately, stumbled on Roz, the boy who used to bully him the most and who had been his opponent during the exam. A small exchange of insults took place, catching the attention of Tina, a girl who always followed Asterios from a distance, having a secret crush on him. 
 
    Miria had enough of the rude boy and pounced on him, stopped by Asterios before she seriously hurt the youth. Taking Tina with them, they visited the principal and the young girl almost quit after learning what had happened to Asterios. 
 
    He managed to convince her to stay until graduation and they made a bet with her needing to get her name engraved in a famous monument. The loser would listen to a single wish of the winner, which greatly motivated Tina. 
 
    Asterios and Miria picked up their first quest together and left Rosewind in search of wolves and Moontail Grass. As they were resting, someone ran to them shouting for help. They followed the adventurer and walked straight into a trap set by the examiner they had faced earlier. 
 
    With a lot of struggling, the duo pushed through the tough situation, and their bonds grew closer. Asterios also finally learned about the change in his mana, body, and other aspects. 
 
    After they returned to the town, they confronted the examiner in front of Guildmaster Suanori and Ellie, Ast’s receptionist friend. It was revealed that the man had murdered many other adventurers who seemed to get closer to the girl present in the room. Suanori promised to deal with him, and they left the criminal in her hands while comforting Ellie after the shocking revelation. 
 
    Asterios and Miria spent two weeks practicing together to avoid getting into similarly dangerous situations like the recent one where the lack of trust in their partner almost resulted in their death. During that period, Miria completely opened herself to Asterios and finally started getting a bit intimate with her master, beginning with some simple kisses under the guise of replenishing her mana. She did make sure to properly let Asterios know that she liked him, and he was well aware of that fact. 
 
    After their training, Ast’s mother, Kindra, offered them a quest to escort the transport of jewelry from her store to another town. The duo accepted it and joined a party of three—Rudy, Douhlim, and Tesser. The woman who was their leader showed a lot of skepticism towards the Summoner, having a bad experience with them in general. But, during their journey, Asterios and Miria proved themselves by saving Tesser from a possible injury, shocking everyone with their strength. 
 
    On one night of their journey, Asterios decided to finally answer Miria’s feelings after he noticed how much effort she put into simple sandwiches she made for him, rivaling his mother’s creations. They went through the ritual of Miria’s people and became mates. 
 
    Asterios wondered about Tina and her hidden feelings too, which they had noticed, of course, but Miria reassured him that she had no qualms with Asterios finding more mates. He couldn’t see himself surrounded by many girls at that time but appreciated her stance. 
 
    After finishing their task, they met a Ranger named Roalt in the guild, who informed them about the nearby dungeon. They tackled the first floor together to gain some experience. Their bond grew even more. 
 
    As they were exploring the dungeon, Miria heard a scream and they found a group of King Scorpions triumphing over a party of four adventurers, with one of them, unfortunately, losing their life in front of their eyes. 
 
    A quick mental conversation took place and Asterios fell for Miria even more, realizing how similar they were with putting their family and loved ones at the topmost priority. He quickly supported her, and Miria obliterated the monsters, saving the remaining three people. 
 
    They helped the party exit the dungeon and split up. Unfortunately, a full moon bloomed on the surface and Miria made an excuse to quickly escape back to her realm. Just the next night, she lunged out of the portal at Asterios, unable to contain her urges to become intimate with him. 
 
    After a short, loving exchange, Miria and Asterios spent their first night together and fully affirmed their status as mates. Afterward, Miria revealed a little secret she had kept from him and was shocked to learn that Asterios had seen through her little ploy with getting her a collar that was equal to a proposal in her realm. They truly became one. 
 
    The next morning, they met the adventurers again and received their thanks. After the short conversation, Asterios and Miria headed out of the camp around the dungeon to discuss their experiences together and prepare to summon another companion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beware! Spoilers from Volume 2! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After arriving at a nice spot they could use for summoning, Miria grew curious about the details of that branch of Magic. Asterios made up a simple story, incorporating the mechanisms and inner workings of Summoning Magic into the tale, allowing Miria to understand everything without any issues. 
 
    With their discussion finished, Miria happily prepared the area for summoning by trimming the grass a bit with her sharpened blades and the duo worked together to create the formation and pick the proper catalysts. 
 
    Asterios held the summoning ritual step by step and received an answer from some entity living in another realm. The mysterious being traveled to his world through the linked gate and stepped out of the spatial breach to meet him. 
 
    Miria gasped in shock when she saw who the person coming out of the portal was. Neither she nor Asterios had expected another beastfolk woman to show up, and as they learned from the elegant lady with white fur, hair, and fox-like features, even from Miria’s world. 
 
    Selene, as she introduced herself, wasn’t impressed by Asterios and ignored him for most of their conversation, acting somewhat rude to him. Miria could barely stand it and they both decided to send her back. 
 
    They wanted to teach Selene a lesson and Asterios released his potent energy before kicking the fox lady out. She quickly realized her mistake and begged for mercy. Asterios and Miria were confused by the intensity of the woman's reaction and agreed to listen to the her. 
 
    After listening to her story, Asterios couldn’t help himself from trying to investigate Selene’s issues and revealed that the supposed curse that had been plaguing her was actually a blessing. 
 
    Reintroducing themselves properly this time, everyone found a common ground and Selene joined the ranks of Ast’s familiars. On their way back to the tent town near the dungeon, Asterios helped her with the circuits for the first time. 
 
    Back in the civilization, they stumbled on Rudy and formed a team to explore the nearby dungeon a bit more, using that opportunity to evaluate Selene’s strength. She made a great show of her power, and beauty, capturing Rudy’s heart in a blink. 
 
    The newly formed party quickly pushed down floor by floor until they found a secret challenge. Miria and Selene had some fun while competing in jumping over dangerous pillars, with the fox lady taking first place in the end. 
 
    Finding themselves in an empty boss room, they were caught off-guard and struggled a little against a Deathscythe Grasshopper. But, with proper cooperation from everyone, Asterios and Miria took care of the monster in a flash. 
 
    Taking a little break outside of the dungeon, they jumped back into their unfinished delve. Rudy had some time to spare and Asterios didn’t mind gaining more experience in actual combat with his old and new familiar. 
 
    They fared against a Hobgoblin Warlord with its troupe and easily overcame the challenge through great cooperation between Miria and Selene. Picking up all the loot from the Goblins they could, the party headed back to the guild in the nearby village further than the tent town to sell it. 
 
    The employees were greatly surprised by the state and quality of the items Ast’s team brought to them and his party was able to secure a good price for the items. After everything was properly appraised, Venera, their friendly receptionist, informed them about the case of missing children in the close vicinity. 
 
    Rudy and her party split from them and Asterios began the search with just his companions. Selene noticed something under the ground and they made their way there through the floor, using her spiritual blades to cut a hole in it. 
 
    They quickly found the boy, noticing that he was possessed, and incapacitated him. But, Asterios wrongly recognized the type of the enemy and a Phantasmal Horror took over his body shortly after they secured the boy. 
 
    Miria and Selene listened to the Horror’s demands and helped the ghost find an item binding him to the underground prison. After finding it, Asterios revealed that he had only been acting and assumed full control of his body again, getting rid of the monster. 
 
    After the fight, Miria brought the injured boy to the guild alone while Selene carried Asterios a small distance behind her. They were later questioned by the local guildmaster and soon departed back to Rosewind. 
 
    When Asterios returned home, he found his mother being consoled by Tina and learned about the oppression she had experienced while he was gone. With his emotions spiking greatly, almost overcoming him, he headed right for the mansion of Roz’s noble family, who was clearly the person behind their troubles. 
 
    Before reaching the estate, Asterios held the Evanescent Summoning ritual and employed the help of an Earth Pixie Eru to disguise himself a little. He then stormed the Richtensteins’ mansion and confronted the Marquees about his son. 
 
    Roz arrived in his father’s office at the late stage of the conversation and Ast’s emotions rose even more, resulting in the Marquees’ son getting beaten up by him and finally confessing everything. 
 
    Their meeting was interrupted by an unexpected guest and the daughter of the Marquees, Irelia, rushed at Asterios when she saw him holding her wounded brother against a broken bookshelf. 
 
    Fortunately, nothing serious happened and Asterios managed to calm her down, even successfully convincing the young girl to tell her father about the atrocious behavior of Roz, who had often bullied and abused her. 
 
    With the issue resolved, Asterios and his companions left the Marquees’ office through the wall, destroying a big part of it, and returned home to his mother, Kindra. After a brief conversation, they decided to move back to Tyrienheim, her birthplace, just to be sure that she wasn’t at risk of something happening from the side of the Richtenstein family. 
 
    Before departing, Asterios met up with Tina to thank her for taking care of his mother in his absence and they chatted a little in her room. She agreed to the suggestion to accompany Asterios to the guild, inwardly happy about their date, and they stumbled on Tina’s parents when leaving. 
 
    Tina learned about Ast’s moving out and turned slightly dejected. He cheered her up with a soft kiss on the forehead and she hastily dragged him away in embarrassment. They reached the guild and Asterios was called in by Guildmaster Suanori, leaving his colleague in the hands of Miria as he went to answer the request. 
 
    Suanori questioned him about the unusual situation at Richtensteins’ mansion and he explained everything to her, revealing his further plans. The guildmaster didn’t make any additional trouble for them and even helped them find a good to join them on the way to Tyrienheim. 
 
    That escort turned out to be a Ranger they had met in the past, Roalt, and the group quickly prepared everything for their departure. Asterios took all of his and Kindra’s belongings from their house and stored them in the girls’ world, where Miria’s father had constructed a storage for them. 
 
    Checking if they didn’t forget anything, Kindra reminded Asterios to visit his friends and he decided to go back to the academy for a moment, aiming to say goodbye to one of the professors he loved spending his time with. 
 
    The red-skinned demon woman of the Dahaka subrace was excited to learn about Ast’s unexpected change and helped him study it a little bit better. They even attempted a contracting ritual to turn Grea, the professor, into Ast’s summon, but it didn’t go exactly as planned, with just a mental connection being established between the two as Ast’s Summoner’s Brand appeared on the top of her hand. 
 
    Grea promised to do whatever she could to find more information about his unusual situation in the academy’s libraries and records, and they parted ways. 
 
    Before they left Rosewind, Kindra dragged Tina to the meeting place and the blue-haired girl shyly pecked Ast’s cheek as a goodbye, alongside her small gift in the form of a small azure stone with Ast’s Summoner’s Brand and the shape of Tina’s familiar engraved in it. 
 
    She hastily ran away and the group departed, starting their journey to Tyrienheim…

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 1
A Close Call 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To cover the distance between Rosewind and Tyrienheim, most caravans needed around two weeks on average, but that was obviously heavily limited by the speed of horses pulling the load. 
 
    Ast’s group was traveling without any additional weight on them thanks to Miria’s and Selene's help, so they were expecting to arrive at their destination in around a week or slightly more.  
 
    It would be risky just throwing things into the summon’s realm, but it was a different case when they were humanoid entities living in a developed environment rather than pure wilderness. And the storage Miria’s father had been so kind as to start building near their home was extremely convenient too. 
 
    Without these aspects, Summoners could only rely on the abilities of their familiars inside their own realms, and these were limited. No matter how intelligent and smart the beast was, it couldn’t do more than hide the transferred item into a natural cavern at best, if there even was one that they were aware of. 
 
    Thus, people rarely relied on their summons for storing anything more important. Bringing it back fast enough was an issue too. The area the familiar considered home could be far away from the safe place where they put their master’s belongings down. But, like all other aspects, Miria and Selene had this easily covered too. 
 
    If they were only by themselves, Miria was confident in saying that she could get him to Tyrienheim in four days at most if she gave it her all, but they were slowed down by the horses Roalt and Kindra rode. 
 
    Even though Asterios had suggested at first that his mother could ride Miria with him, they had decided against the idea to allow the duo to act properly if something happened. She would be much safer staying on a horse and close to Roalt than on top of Miria, who was expected to be the first one to jump at the enemy. 
 
    And thus, two days passed on the road, and they were currently resting in the small encampment as the sky had already turned dark. Roalt was amazed by the value of utility Ast’s familiars offered, able to bring out lots of different camping equipment, not even mentioning staple elements like big and comfortable tents. The previous Summoners he had partied with had used their beasts as luggage carriers at most, requiring quite a number of breaks on the way. 
 
    After the slightly awkward first day, everyone had gotten much more comfortable within the group and Kindra quickly reverted to her usual, extroverted nature, getting all friendly with the Ranger. Seeing them happily chatting together, or rather his mother overwhelming the poor man who seemed to enjoy the attention, Asterios left them alone and headed towards his tent. 
 
    The moment he stepped inside, Miria jumped out of the portal by his side and hugged him with a wide smile on her face. She had been resting in her realm after a full day of running as he had ordered her to. It was always better for summons to recover in their own world. 
 
    He plopped his hand on her head and started gently scratching around her cute ears just the way she loved it and quiet purrs filled the air around them. 
 
    “I don’t mind just sitting down and spoiling you lots, but I wanted to have a talk with Selene first. Would you mind waiting for a moment?” he asked. 
 
    Miria tilted her head just enough for her face snuggled to Ast’s neck to match his own. She rubbed the top of her head against his chin and began moving away after nodding in agreement when another portal opened, and Selene joined them. 
 
    “There’s no need to send her away, my Lord. She is no stranger and I’m not ashamed of talking about my issues with her present.” She smiled softly. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “As expected, you guessed the topic even before I asked you to come.” 
 
    “Fufufu~ You are not the only one counting days since the last full moon, my Lord.” 
 
    Selene asked them to wait a moment and she quickly jumped back to bring a jug full of fresh juice and three glasses. They sat comfortably in a circle, and she served everyone a fill. 
 
    “Well then, since you already know the reason, let me get straight to the point. Are you doing the exercises I recommended to you properly?” 
 
    “Of course. Without missing a single second, be it during the ones about circulating my mana through my body or exhausting myself in my Awakened form whenever we are sure to be safe for a day or two.” 
 
    “That’s good. How are you feeling? It’s tomorrow, isn’t it?” 
 
    Selene nodded. “Yes, it is. Honestly, even if it doesn’t show, I’m extremely nervous. Up to this point, I’ve been feeling only better and better after you helped me, so I have high hopes for the following night.” 
 
    He turned to Miria for a moment. “And you?” 
 
    She blushed faintly. “I’m fine… thanks to your help not so long ago… There’s nothing to worry about. I won’t jump at you like that first time so you can focus on Selene, ehehehe~” 
 
    “Remember, I’m always here if you’d feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    Miria nodded and pecked his cheek. 
 
    “Perhaps I should give you two a moment before we continue,” Selene teased them while covering her mischievous smile with her hand, making Miria give her an embarrassed glance. 
 
    “I’d rather not have my mom walk onto us while in the middle of it, so that’s not necessary. Gods know what she would do. I wouldn’t be surprised if she literally started cheering us on.”  
 
    Asterios chuckled, making Miria blush even more fiercely after she imagined them being found out by Kindra and her staying to watch. It was too much for her pure mind. 
 
    “Anyway, I wanted to ask Miria to leave for a moment since I thought about helping you again, with the circuits on your legs this time. You still didn’t unlock them properly, right?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I have no excuse besides my own inability.” Selene bowed her head. “And as I said, I don’t mind Miria accompanying us.”  
 
    “No need to apologize. It’s still new to you. But… Are you sure? It was a little… special... the last time.” 
 
    Miria tilted her head curiously. She had only arrived shortly after they finished their exercises and hadn’t seen much more besides them flirting, in her eyes at least. Selene chuckled softly and shook her head. 
 
    “She is a woman too. There’s nothing I have to hide either from her or you, my Lord. I do apologize if I let out some inappropriate sounds though, fufufu~” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. Before they forgot, Asterios surrounded their tent with the Alcove of Serenity and then asked Miria to move a little to the side. Selene scurried closer and slowly slid her knee socks off, revealing her beautiful, slender legs. 
 
    They assumed comfortable positions, with Asterios sitting on his knees while holding Selene’s left foot, and the fox lady resting on her butt, supporting herself with her hands on the ground behind. 
 
    “Alright. Do I have to leave a trail from your source like the last time or…?” 
 
    “I believe it would be the most efficient and the fastest. Give me a moment.” 
 
    She grabbed the bottom end of her battle dress and pulled it as much up as it was possible without revealing her chest. She flashed him a mischievous smile, showing a little bit of her underboobs for a fleeting moment, clearly announcing that there was no other material covering that area besides the outfit itself. 
 
    Miria turned red from such a bold display while Ast’s eyes were drawn to Selene’s slim and well-toned body. It wasn’t as physically refined as Miria’s, but the sight was much more captivating than he had expected. He felt like he was staring at the body of a truly noble lady with a fair complexion. 
 
    Selene was surprised too. She did tease him from time to time, but that was mostly because she knew he was much more mature and in better control of his reactions than most males of his age, making it hard to get him to grow even a little flustered, so she hadn't expected to see Asterios so drawn to her belly. 
 
    She giggled quietly and decided to go for more. “Ah. My apologies. There’s still something in the way.” 
 
    Selene moved her other hand, slowly tracing down over her stomach until she reached the edge of her smooth, black panties, starting to lift the material a little. Asterios cleared his throat and quickly stopped her hand. 
 
    “No need to go this far. It’s just a small strip on the way. I don’t think you’ll lose my finger’s signature over this,” he spoke with a smile. 
 
    Selene withdrew her fingers and pouted inwardly. As she had thought, even this wasn’t able to draw out any funny reactions from him. On the other hand, she was glad and also partially proud to be connected to a man such as him, knowing well she was teasing him dangerously close, but he was not taking advantage of it. 
 
    “I’ll be in your hands then, my Lord.” 
 
    After Selene confirmed she was ready, Asterios reached into his second source and drew on its energy, changing his appearance in the process. He accumulated a bunch of mana in his pointer and middle fingers and pressed them over her solar plexus like the last time. 
 
    Selene shivered a little and quickly grabbed the foreign signature with her senses. She then followed it as Asterios trailed down over her skin bit by bit, trying to control her voice the best she could. He soon jumped over the material of her underwear and caressed her thighs until he reached the beginning of the marks under her knee. 
 
    “Mhhhmmmm…” 
 
    That was, unfortunately, more than she could handle, exactly as she had predicted from her previous experiences, and she released a very quiet moan when he moved onto the magical path. Asterios trailed over it as carefully as he could and reached the end of the pattern, finishing at Selene’s ankle. 
 
    She released a deep sigh and they started again, repeating the same motions five more times until she could feel and connect to the external circuits by herself. They moved onto the other leg right after, waking up the patterns there too. 
 
    Miria watched from the side while getting a little hot. She was sure her whole face was purely red already. Asterios wasn’t paying attention to it, but Selene’s expression was truly… alluring. Her fair complexion was now tinged with a shade of rosiness, and most likely while completely unaware, Selene was occasionally biting on her lower lip and releasing enticing moans. She stopped or perhaps forgot to hold them back somewhere in the middle of the treatment. 
 
    And when Asterios began using both hands to stimulate the circuits on both of her legs simultaneously, Selene’s reactions grew even fiercer, sometimes making her rub her thighs together as he reached the beginning and trailed over the dark blue paths. Miria was in awe of how he could keep his mind calm. 
 
    She then noticed a familiar scent in the air and quickly realized why even she was getting a little into the mood. In bold words, Ast’s stimulation was making Selene… horny. And since it was almost a full moon, her body was in its most active state. Miria knew Selene had no mate in her life either as they had talked lots together already, which also strengthened her natural scent. 
 
    Thankfully, Miria and Asterios had spent a night together recently or she would have had a really tough time holding back after being subjected to such a strong fragrance. But, even with that, her body was getting increasingly hotter as she watched him tease Selene’s fair skin and listened to her friend's sensual moans. She squeezed her thighs together and prayed for the treatment to end soon. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios wasn’t having as much of an easy time as Miria suspected. It truly was taking his all to keep focusing on condensing his spiritual energy and helping lead Selene after she had stopped holding back her voice for whatever reason. His control wavered a few times, resulting in him losing the grasp on the gathered mana when a more enticing noise left Selene’s lips. He could also feel not only her but also Miria slowly growing restless. 
 
    Fortunately, Selene was trying as hard as Asterios to focus on the actual reason for them going through all of this and on managing to gain more control over the external circuits, even though she was reduced to a slightly shameful state because of completely letting go of limiting her reactions. They soon finished, satisfied with the outcome. And not only. 
 
    Asterios exhaled heavily and fell onto his butt, wiping his forehead from all the sweat that had accumulated there. He still was in a much better state than Selene. She was almost completely covered in it while panting like crazy. It was worse than how she had been after their try with the circuits on her forearms. 
 
    As he was staring at her disheveled state, something bumped into his shoulder and he turned his face to the side, immediately meeting with Miria’s just centimeters from it. She had crawled towards him while also with a slightly flushed expression. Puffs of hot air kept hitting his skin as she stared into his eyes. 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    She leaned forward and pressed her body against his, making Asterios fall onto his other side as their lips connected. They exchanged a few deep kisses, and Miria switched into leaving soft pecks all over his face and then neck, sneaking a mischievous lick here and there while grazing over Ast’s chest with her fingers, making him giggle from the funny sensation. 
 
    “I really should have sent you back, hahaha—ow!” 
 
    He looked down and saw Miria intently licking the place she had just bitten. It would definitely leave a hickey. He wanted to quickly move his hands to Miria’s head and back to start playing with her ears and tail in hopes of taming down her desires a little when someone grabbed his right arm and pulled it, making him roll onto his back with Miria landing on his chest. 
 
    It was Selene. She squeezed herself closer and pushed his arm into her body, capturing it in its entirety between her considerable bosom and soft thighs. She ground them over his hand while staring Asterios straight into his eyes with a sultry gaze. 
 
    “How cruel of you to leave me like that while enjoying yourself with Miria, my Lord,” she whispered to his ear and smiled impishly. 
 
    Asterios nervously swallowed his saliva. Both of his hands were now restrained; one sandwiched between Miria’s and his body, and the other snatched away by Selene. The former kept kissing and licking his neck while purring loudly and the latter had no intention of stopping drowning his whole arm in her fair and soft skin. 
 
    Asterios tried to free his limbs from the clutches of two horny beastgirls, but it was proving to be very difficult and resulted in more moaning from Selene and more hickeys from Miria. 
 
    Then, something fluttered, and he tilted his head to the back, towards the entrance to the tent. Kindra took a step inside the barrier he had erected just the moment Selene released another amorous cry from his struggles.  
 
    A wide smile formed on his mother's lips as she noticed the trio basked in the dimly lit glow from a toppled small lantern with a magical crystal. 
 
    “Carry on. I’ll stay on watch with Mr. Roalt for tonight, ufufufu~” 
 
    She grabbed her sleeping bag from their side, since she had been sleeping by Asterios during their journey, and hastily bolted out of the tent. A moment later, Kindra’s face popped back from between the two sheets covering the entrance and she shot him another grin. 
 
    “I want a granddaughter first!” 
 
    And she was gone.  
 
    Asterios sighed and yanked his left arm from under Miria to swipe down his face, making the panthergirl moan softly from the sudden sensation. It seemed that not only Selene’s but also her body was more sensitive than usual. And the unexpected guest had not affected the two in any way. 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    “My Lord…” 
 
    Before things escalated further, he decided to try something out. Asterios drew on quite a bit of his scorching hot energy and transferred all of it into both girls, using one of his hands by the base of Miria's tail, and the other one squished between Selene’s tender thighs, poking her underbelly.  
 
    Both started moaning the loudest yet and their bodies shivered from the pleasure of the constant stream of hot mana entering their bodies. Asterios controlled his energy to tickle the most sensitive ends of their spiritual roots, which was a way stronger form of stimulation than any other physical contact. 
 
    Within a few seconds, both Miria and Selene clenched their hold on Asterios and trembled once more. He pulled his arm out of the depths of Selene’s body and brought her closer to his chest while sliding Miria off it onto the other side. He laid their heads onto it and began gently stroking their hair as the girls slowly calmed down their breathing, getting increasingly sleepy until they dozed off under his caresses. 
 
    He exhaled in relief and chuckled quietly, also quite tired after the treatment and mental and physical assault of his companions. He most likely wouldn’t stop Miria after all of this if she was alone with him, but it was a different case with Selene present. 
 
    Even if Asterios felt like she was looking quite favorably at him, he didn’t want to cross the line while she was not thinking perfectly straight. Especially since it was his fault for making her grow aroused, even if it was a byproduct of their actions. 
 
    With Miria, they accepted each other openly before the sudden event had happened, resulting in them embracing each other. It might have gone differently if not for that.  
 
    Thus, he would first like to confirm that Selene truly didn’t mind. They hadn’t spent that much time close together, definitely way less than he had with Miria. And most of that was just friendly teasing, which kind of came from Selene’s nature and way of being. It was better to stop her for now rather than be sorry later. Especially this close to the night she was looking so forward to.  
 
    He dropped the barrier and glanced at the beautiful faces of the peacefully sleeping girls. No matter what he’d say, his mother would keep her version of the events anyway, so there was no point in explaining. He wrapped his arms around them and drifted off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
Together in Joy and Sorrow 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Selene woke up feeling more well-rested than usual, but also a little bit stiff and sore on her left side. While stretching, she realized something was holding her body down and opened her eyes. Ast’s arm was wrapped around her waist while her head lay on his chest, opposite to Miria’s. 
 
    She then realized they were on the ground in the tent and the events of the recent night flashed through her mind. 
 
    Oh my. To think that I’d almost lose control of myself. Seems that I forgot how intense the longing can get when close to the full moon.  And our little… exercise… didn’t exactly help tame it down. It’s been decades since I was not in pain during nights like these. 
 
    A hand gently combing through her long hair brought Selene back from her thoughts. She raised her gaze and found Asterios staring back at her, also awake. 
 
    “Good morning, my Lord,” she greeted him with her iconic, soft, and a little playful smile. 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched and she also began waking up, rubbing her eye with her left hand. “Mhhnnnnn… Morning…” 
 
    “Good morning to you too,” Asterios answered with a smile of his own. 
 
    Selene raised herself from his chest and helped Miria get up too. They all sat up close together. Miria lazily glanced at Ast’s and Selene’s smiling faces, not yet fully awake, and soon recalled all that she had done and flushed red in an instant, making Asterios chuckle. 
 
    Before she could say anything, Selene spoke first after bowing her head a little. 
 
    “I apologize for showing you such shameful behavior last night, my Lord. Even though we Spiritual Foxes don’t get as enthusiastic as some other tribes near the full moon, I’ve underestimated the side effects of our treatment which raised my arousal to quite dangerous levels.” 
 
    Asterios waved his hand. “Stop it. It was due to my actions, so there’s no need for you to apologize.” 
 
    “You are amazing, Selene. Being able to hold back so much without a mate for like a hundred years…” Miria butted in with a quiet voice. “If it were me, I’d have lost it long ago...” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “If it wasn’t for Master’s intervention, I believe I wouldn’t be able to back off either. Thank you for stopping me, my Lord. I really appreciate it. Ah, and I’m sorry for the misunderstanding we caused.” 
 
    “Master would never take advantage of such situations,” Miria commented, earning herself a few pats from him. 
 
    “It’s all good. You don’t have to worry about my mom. No matter what we say or do, she’ll always be like that. Anyway, I hope you’ll have it at least a bit easier tonight after all we’ve done.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will. Thank you again.” 
 
    “But, just in case, let’s spend it together again. We’ll stop earlier today and set up a camp to watch over you. Or do you have someone on the other side you’d rather stay with during this?” 
 
    Selene shook her head. “I’ve gone through it pretty much always by myself, except on some occasions. Is it really fine?” 
 
    “Of course. Now that you are my companion and familiar, as selfish as it sounds, I don’t like the idea of you suffering alone somewhere out of my reach. I promised to help you and I want to see if I’m actually upholding my word, and at least try to alleviate your pain if I’m not. We’ll raise a barrier again so that you won’t have to worry about disturbing others.” 
 
    She smiled subconsciously. Even though she had acted in such a disrespectful manner towards him in the past, he wasn’t holding even a fragment of resentment towards her for that. Instead, Asterios was focusing only on giving his all to help her.  
 
    And not only that. He cared for her deeply. It was quite a change in her life. In Selene’s realm, most people avoided her or acted distant due to the misunderstood curse, and only a few of them had dared to get closer. That included her parents and the current Matriarch of the tribe. 
 
    Everyone still treated her with respect and didn’t act abusive or even rude, but tens of years of seeing people tread very carefully around her, and Selene having to be wary of her actions all the time, had caused some sadness to overcome her heart. No matter what people said, it still counted as being ostracized even if it was all polite and respectful. 
 
    This sadness, hopefully alongside the pain, was being lifted by Asterios way more than what the Matriarch could do. Selene started to truly feel blessed by meeting such a kind and understanding person. And quite selfless too. He had reached out to her and even interacted with the marks on her body without knowing that they weren’t an actual curse beforehand. 
 
    She sighed softly and smiled at the man. “Thank you. I’ll be in your hands then, my Lord.” 
 
    Seeing her charming expression, Asterios acted out of habit and plopped his hand onto Selene’s head, starting to scratch around her long ears. Another prolonged sigh from her made him realize his actions, but Selene’s smile turned into an even more delighted one, so he continued to brush through her hair for a bit longer while Miria kept staring daggers at him and pouting. 
 
    He surprised her with a quick peck on the lips after bringing his hand back, and they all stood up to finally join the other two for breakfast. The enticing aroma had been filling up the tent since quite a while ago already. Asterios was sure it was his mother’s doing. She could do magic even with temporary provisions. 
 
    They ate together while Kindra kept sending knowing smirks towards the trio, making Miria shyly avert her gaze every time. Asterios just rolled his eyes and Selene responded with her own mischievous grin. 
 
    He explained to them the plan for the next stop and night during the meal. Roalt had nothing against going with it after hearing Ast’s reasoning. He did not lie to them and briefly explained that he had to oversee Selene’s condition due to the full moon. 
 
    Shortly after, they resumed their journey. There was still quite the distance to cover as they had only traveled for two days up to now. The less they dragged it out the better. While this area was still considered pretty much safe, the latter part couldn’t be called exactly that. Especially the middle region between the two locations. 
 
    It looked like Roalt might have gotten through the initial barrier overnight and was now completely open to talking with Ast’s mom. They spent most of the time riding by each other and chatting about various things. Kindra had always been quick to make friends, besides some rare exceptions where people couldn’t manage her overly sociable nature. 
 
    He was glad she was having fun, and on the other hand, allowed him to completely focus his mind on Selene’s issue. The trio talked mentally about it with Asterios and Miria mostly listening to Selene recounting what they had already discussed in the past, filling the duo in on some other things she had previously kept to herself or only mentioned to Miria. 
 
    It didn’t give Asterios any innovative ideas on how to handle it since he knew more about external circuits than Selene and the people of her realm or tribe, but he was glad to know even more about his other companion. And listening to her almost whole story from birth to meeting them let him understand how much Selene had gone through, mostly by herself. 
 
    The Spiritual Foxes culture was another interesting thing. They deeply resembled some of the demonic races from his world when it came to fashion or architecture. The knowledge and the level of it were slightly different, of course.  
 
    One fact that caught his interest was the male to female ratio amongst them. While in Miria’s case it was pretty much equal, or slightly leaning towards more men, in Selene’s tribe women counted over sixty percent of the population, close to seventy as she had informed them. It was natural then that their leader was a matriarch. 
 
    Another difference between the two tribes was the aspect for which they sought their mates. Pantherkin respected physical strength and ability, finding it very captivating, which also led to multi-person relationships Miria had mentioned a few times. Barely anyone would have any complaints against someone stronger than them. 
 
    In the case of Spiritual Foxes, they valued something called Soul Reverberation. When two people sensitive to spiritual energy met, their mana would react to each other to some extent. Spending more time together, they would learn if those energies were compatible.  
 
    It was said that their kind fell in love only when one’s mana mixed perfectly with the other person’s, which was a sign of their souls being destined for each other. While it sounded like some superstition or strong belief, it actually proved to be somehow correct over hundreds of years.  
 
    Intimate relationships forged between people with Soul Reverberation were proven to last till the death of one or both parties, while those without would end abruptly. Thus, it had become part of their culture. And due to the characteristics of the community, most of the destined couples naturally consisted of two girls. There was nothing against such a thing either. Besides having it harder to find a partner, men were not treated any different from women. 
 
    Asterios knew well that the whole mana compatibility was not a made-up thing. That was also how and why some people had different affinities for magic than others. Of course, it mostly boiled down to what one had learned as it was believed everyone had a chance to follow any path of magic, but talent and compatibility did play a role in how far they would get on it. 
 
    It wasn’t that stupid to believe that people with similar affinities were a better match than those without, although relationships weren’t based on just that single thing obviously. But, being compatible in that area usually allowed the two people to feel each other better, thus helping in the most important part of getting together and finding a connection. As someone dabbling in the bonding of the souls, he understood the topic very well. 
 
    Besides the regular and insufferable pain, that part was also why Selene had not found anyone to get close to in her life up until now. The so-called curse was keeping people away. Who would even think they could have a connection with someone like that? But Selene was not worried anymore.  
 
    Finally, it started getting late and the sky began changing colors. No problems had come up during the day and the group set up a camp slightly further from the road this time. Asterios apologized to Roalt for having him stay on the watch first again and promised to send Miria to ease his burden a bit. 
 
    The trio went to their tent together and Asterios turned to Selene. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Nervous. A lot.” She chuckled softly. “But I’m in a good mood. Usually, it would have been soured by now and I would have started feeling an uncomfortable tingling on the inside, all around my limbs, but it’s not there today. I really might get through it much easier than in the past.” 
 
    Asterios placed his hand on her shoulder and smiled. “I’ll do my best to make it happen. Tell me about any changes as they appear. I don’t want to be the pessimistic one here, but I don’t believe two weeks of some spiritual exercises are able to get rid of a hundred-year-old issue that easily.” 
 
    She nodded and they sat down together.  
 
    Asterios kept an eye on Selene while carving some more crystals into sigils for future enchantments. Miria leaned onto his side and peacefully watched his gentle and careful hand movements, getting completely mesmerized by them.  
 
    Selene sat in a lotus position and began meditating, circulating her mana around her circuits, as she always had in anticipation of the upcoming pain to alleviate it at least a bit in the early stages. 
 
    The twentieth-hour mark passed, and nothing happened yet. Miria went out to bring something to eat for them from the campfire and then switched with Roalt so that he could rest a little early. Kindra was still full of energy and immediately dragged her into gossiping about Asterios. 
 
    At around ten o’clock, Selene started sweating more, which didn’t escape Ast’s attention. She was getting visibly more strained as time passed. Ten minutes later, she opened her eyes and glanced at him, knowing well that he wouldn’t have missed her struggle. 
 
    “How is it?” he asked concernedly. 
 
    “Unimaginably better, but it’s noticeable. I would have been unable to move from the pain before. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “It’s too early for that. Save it for the moment the sun rises. Anything you want to mention?” 
 
    “I might be starting to get a little… wet,” she answered with a playful smile. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Looks like it’s going well if you have enough mental energy to joke like this. Should I tie you up to avoid a repeat of yesterday?” he teased her back. 
 
    “I’m afraid it would have the opposite effect, fufufu~” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and they both laughed. Selene returned to focusing her mind on the circulation and he began watching over her with even more attention.  
 
    Now that she had mentioned it, he couldn’t help but notice a small spot on her panties getting a tiny bit darker than the rest of the black material. As if sensing what he was looking at, a smile formed on Selene’s lips, making Asterios avert his gaze hastily. 
 
    As time passed, Selene started slightly trembling. Asterios erected the soundproof barrier by placing a sigil on a plank prepared beforehand. At around quarter to midnight, a visible grimace began surfacing on Selene’s face and her hands closed into fists. He didn’t want to startle his friend, so Asterios nudged her mind through their connection and she lifted her eyelids shortly after. 
 
    “This is how I usually look around four hours ago. It’s incredible. The worst always came after midnight, but I’m certain it won’t be as bad as it always had been.” 
 
    “But you are still in pain. As I thought, I didn’t manage to help you get rid of it completely.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s already amazing, please don’t say such things—ack!” Selene suddenly tensed heavily. “Looks like we hit another day, ghhhnnn… It always intensifies past midnight… Hnnnggg…” 
 
    While she wasn’t writhing and screeching in pain as Selene had described the previous nights to him, she was in a lot of suffering, nevertheless. Asterios was in awe of her ability to withstand it to such an extent. He noticed the marks on her limbs getting a little bit brighter, so at least those confirmed that his treatment had helped a bit. Selene had said they had never changed before. 
 
    He moved even closer to her from the front and sat in a similar position. “Stop shielding your mind. I know you’ve been doing that to hide how much it hurts from me since the beginning. I want to see it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. I can cut myself off whenever I want if it gets too much for me.” 
 
    She nodded hesitantly and stopped blocking their connection. Ast’s eyes instantly opened wide after noticing the amount of pain she was going through. If that was just a small fragment of how it usually was, he couldn’t imagine how strong Selene was to be able to survive decades of such suffering without losing her mind. 
 
    “Ghhhhnnnnnn…” 
 
    Selene’s fists closed so tightly her nails started digging into the skin of her palms. Asterios immediately began preparing a technique to heal her but stopped midway.  
 
    Even if he treated her injuries or turned her physical resistance up, it would not alleviate almost any pain. He was sure she didn’t feel anything from this due to the intensity of the internal one. 
 
    Asterios sighed. ~Miria. Whatever you sense, I’m going to be fine, so don’t worry about me and just stay with my mom and Roalt.~ 
 
    ~Master?~ 
 
    ~Just trust me, okay?~ 
 
    A moment of silence followed before she answered. ~Okay… Don’t overdo it… Please…~ 
 
    He sent her a mental peck on the cheek before toning down their connection. As expected, she was able to figure out what he was going to do with just a quick glance at his mind. Somehow, it felt a little bad limiting it after they had completely opened up to each other, but he didn’t want Miria to be affected too, and she would surely keep peeking at his mind to check on him. 
 
    Asterios turned his focus back to Selene. “Let’s deepen our connection as much as you can right now. Give me your hands.” 
 
    “Wait… Ngh… If I do that… I might hurt you… not only mentally…” she spoke with visible struggle. 
 
    “You’ll have to nurse me to full recovery if that happens then,” he answered with a smile. “Now, do as I say. I really don’t want to make an order.” 
 
    Selene stared at him for a while and nodded in the end. She did her best to lay her mind bare in front of him and soon noticed Asterios doing the same. She had heard many times from Miria how amazing it was to connect with him to such an extent, so she was looking forward to this just a little. 
 
    Just as their minds partially joined together, through his eyes, she noticed Asterios painting sigils on his forearms. She was aware he had sometimes connected to her to look through hers, but they had never been able to bond strong enough to allow them to share perspectives at the same level as he had with Miria, and it was Selene’s first time seeing herself through Ast’s vision. She still felt like it wasn’t to the same extent as her friend, making her a little sad. 
 
    Asterios finished whatever he had been doing and placed his hands over hers, grabbing them gently. 
 
    “Try to loosen your fingers.” 
 
    She did as he said and he slipped his own between them the moment she was able to weaken the grip, making them hold hands in front of each other.  
 
    “Gah!” 
 
    Another pang of pain traveled through Selene’s body and her nails dug into the back of Ast’s hands this time. She was barely able to control her own body. 
 
    “I told you… Ghhhnnnn…” 
 
    “It’s nothing compared to what comes next.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, closed from the pain, and glanced at him. Asterios took a deep breath and his appearance changed into the awakened one. Soon after, the runes on his forearms glowed in crimson. Something weird touched Selene’s mind and the pain began to fade down bit by bit with each passing second until it reached a certain point. 
 
    “Ghhhhhhrrrrrrr… Fuuuck… This is only half?” 
 
    Asterios suddenly groaned loudly, and she noticed how strained his body became, especially his hands, now squeezing hers as much as she was squeezing his. The implications of this were clear. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” 
 
    He made a tense chuckle and clenched his teeth. “Isn’t it obvious? Argghhhhh… Two heads are… better than one… Guhhh…” 
 
    Selene was stupefied. She knew Asterios would help her alleviate the pain somehow, knowing his nature, but she had not expected him to take half of it onto himself. No, it was half right now. She noticed her pain lessening even more. 
 
    “Wait! That’s too much! Nnghh… Stop!” 
 
    “Seriously… Hnnggg… How in hell did you… survive this for a century… Ghhhnnn…” He tried to laugh again but was cut short by a wave of intense pain. “Anyway… You’ve gone through enough… Time to turn it up a notch…” 
 
    As if transferring around seventy percent of what she felt wasn't enough, Asterios suddenly started sending gentle waves of his warm energy through their connected hands, straight into her spiritual circuits, filling her body with comfort and pleasant sensation which almost overshadowed the pain. It didn’t cover it completely, but this amount was like not feeling any after decades of heavy suffering. 
 
    That motion put even more strain on Asterios, and she quickly found it out due to their minds being closer than usual.  
 
    “Just take half or less! I’m used to this! I told you it’s nothing compared to the past! Ack!” Selene pleaded to him.  
 
    She knew he wouldn’t agree to stop so the only way was to try and get Asterios to tone it down a bit. She didn’t want to watch him suffer the same fate as her when she could just wait it out alone. 
 
    “No can… do… Haaaaah… I’ll lower it down… gnnnhhh… after I can’t take it anymore… Just enjoy… the night… till that moment…” 
 
    She admitted defeat, albeit not without guilt starting to surface in her heart. But, besides that small, bitter tingle, there was another, much warmer and pleasant feeling.  
 
    No one had pushed themselves so far for her, not even the Matriarch, although she just possibly couldn’t have had the means to do so. Nevertheless, that sensation started overcoming her guilt, making Selene feel relieved and simply happy. She decided to stop fighting against him and leave herself completely in his care. 
 
    Three hours later, he reached his current limit and lowered the sharing to a half. That was also around the time when Miria returned, switched from her duty by Roalt. She walked inside, kneeled by their side, and swiped Ast’s and Selene’s faces out of the accumulated sweat with a cloth. 
 
    Selene opened her eyes and glanced at Miria, who smiled softly. She could discern the hidden sadness behind it. Miria was trying to hide it, but Selene could feel it from their connection as familiars under the same master. It only showed how much she cared for Asterios.  
 
    The panthergirl then sat behind him and leaned onto his back, throwing her arms around his chest affectionately, but not hugging him too tight to not disturb his focus. They stayed like that until around five in the morning when Selene’s pain began to dissipate and soon disappeared completely. 
 
    Asterios was completely drained from sharing her suffering and the constant channeling of his energy to Selene, which required quite a bit of focus. The girls forbade him from even talking and dragged Asterios straight to the bedroll.  
 
    They served him water and went to sleep together so he could rest till around eight. Miria pulled him into her embrace, hugging him to her chest and affectionately stroking his hair while Selene softly supported his back, smiling to herself at the almost miraculous events of this night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
Troublesome Girl 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Same as the previous night, Asterios woke up surrounded by his two companions. This time though, his face was tightly hugged to Miria’s bosom, and he could feel the faint puffs of air hitting his hair from above. He turned his head a bit and found Selene clutching his clothes from behind while resting her forehead against his body. 
 
    Asterios smiled to himself and returned his gaze to the front. He could hear his mother and Roalt chatting and making sounds with tableware. Realizing they had most likely slightly overslept, he tickled the tips of Miria’s ears a few times until the adorable panthergirl started mumbling to herself and slowly raised her eyelids. 
 
    Miria noticed the way she was hugging him and quickly brought Ast’s head up while blushing slightly. They stared at each other for a moment, and she pulled herself closer to softly peck his lips as her morning greeting. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Master?” 
 
    “Good. Maybe a little more tired than usual, but it’s nothing.” 
 
    A long and soft yawn reached their ears and Selene soon appeared from behind Ast’s back, rubbing her eyes a bit. 
 
    “I’ve never slept so peacefully before… Or I just don’t remember…” 
 
    “Guess you are fine too, Selene,” Miria said. 
 
    “Fine is an understatement. I have no words to describe how comfortable I feel after this night, even though a huge part of it was not without struggles. Perhaps it’s all thanks to our Master’s warm energy, fufufu~” 
 
    “Great. Now we know I can help at least a little. Hopefully, we’ll get rid of that pain completely at some point. Until then, let’s keep doing our best like this,” Asterios added as he raised himself too. 
 
    They helped each other stand up and everyone glanced over themselves. Asterios and Selene’s clothes were drenched in sweat from last night, which was understandable due to how much they had gone through. Hers were in a much worse state. 
 
    “You girls go and refresh yourselves at home. Or homes. I’ll do the same here. I’ll call for you when we’re departing, Miria.” 
 
    The beastfolk duo nodded and left through Selene’s portal, going to her place together. Asterios hastily got out of his clothes, cleansed his body from sweat with water created through Livelihood Magic, and wiped himself with a towel. After dressing up in a spare set, he went to join his mother and Roalt for breakfast. 
 
    Kindra noticed him getting out of the tent. “Alone? Oh, Asti, you should be a little more mindful, you know? We are in the middle of a journey. Who will defend us if our two strongest bodyguards are too tired and sore to fight?” She gave him a smug look. 
 
    He sighed and sat down by them, receiving a plate with neatly prepared sandwiches from her. Asterios took a bite and glanced at his mom. 
 
    “I pity the man who will end up with you if you are going to be the same towards your husband as you are to your son.” 
 
    “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?” She crossed her arms and pouted. “I’m a very lovely and kind-hearted woman, isn’t that right Mr. Roalt?” 
 
    The adventurer smiled wryly and didn’t answer. Even though the two were enjoying their interactions, Asterios could tell that the man was not a huge fan of such closeness, and he was more of a loner type. They had never seen him with any companions before. 
 
    The trio continued their breakfast while Asterios and Kindra teased each other back and forth until everyone was done, and they started wrapping things up to move on. The road ahead awaited. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Selene took Miria to her residence and the two entered the bath together. Being a High Priestess came not only with the earned respect and fame but also with many material benefits, and Selene’s current mansion was one of them. She was especially fond of the huge bath available all to herself. 
 
    No one except the Matriarch had entered it during Selene’s stay here and it was Miria who had started being the first, regular visitor. It was quite obvious as to why. Barely anyone paid Selene visits and there would be no one who would risk getting as close as to enter the bath with a supposedly cursed individual. 
 
    The two took their time to carefully wash their bodies and then helped each other with their hair, enjoying a hot and relaxing dip afterward. 
 
    “Too bad we can’t invite Master here… This is just amazing…” Miria submerged herself down to her chin and released a long sigh. 
 
    Selene chuckled from her side, resting her arms over the edge of the pool. “Are you sure you are fine being completely naked with him in such a huge and open space?” 
 
    Miria’s cheeks turned a shade darker, and she hid her face by lowering it into the water down to her very eyes this time, creating bubbles of air with her breath. She then felt a hand on her hair and glanced up to see Selene smiling at her. 
 
    Her eyes trailed over the mature foxkin’s gorgeous body and stopped at the woman’s sizable chest. She then moved her gaze down onto her own submerged figure and peeked at her bosom, visibly smaller than her friend’s. 
 
    Selene did not miss that and slowly moved closer with a mischievous grin on her lips. Suddenly, two hands appeared in Miria’s vision from behind and quickly grabbed her breasts, giving them a little squeeze. 
 
    “Nyaahn~?!” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly after hearing her surprised reaction and leaned forward to whisper to Miria’s ear. 
 
    “Really now? This is what you are worried about?" 
 
    “I’m… not… Nhhhnnn...” 
 
    “Then what was that look about, hm?” 
 
    “I just think… that your body is very beautiful… That’s all...” 
 
    “Seriously, how can you be so self-conscious when it was this well-toned body that managed to seduce Master?” She squeezed Miria’s chest again. 
 
    “I didn’t seduce him!”  
 
    Miria turned her head to the side in a flash and shouted, just to freeze a moment later when she realized their faces were so close, they could almost kiss if they moved just a little more. She turned even redder while Selene’s sly smile only grew more. 
 
    One of Selene’s hands left Miria’s breasts and slowly sneaked down her fit stomach, moving towards a certain area. 
 
    “It seems like you are still a little bit too shy for your own good. Should I give you a hand for Master's sake?” 
 
    When Selene’s fingers reached a small patch of fur, Miria suddenly dove underwater and pushed herself away using the pool’s wall. She emerged from the water a little further from the fox lady and shook her head to get rid of the accumulated droplets, forcing Selene to cover her face with her hands or suffer the chaotic rain. 
 
    Miria then hastily moved to the edge and climbed out of the pool, beginning to walk away towards the exit at a quick pace. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving first. Master should be departing soon.” She stopped for a moment and glanced back at Selene over her shoulder. “Thank you…” she added quietly and ran through the exit to the changing room. 
 
    Selene moved to the edge of the pool and leaned her back against it again, chuckling to herself. “What a troublesome girl, fufufu~” 
 
    She stayed in the bath for an hour more. There was no need to hurry since she didn’t have to accompany Asterios all the time. It was much more comfortable for him to ride on Miria alone, and Selene could pop out of her realm whenever it was necessary.  
 
    Even if something happened when she was still soaking in, she wouldn’t have any problems with jumping straight to help them and fight completely naked if there was no other choice. She was not Miria. There was no need to be shy over one’s own body. 
 
    After that hour, Selene left the bath, dried herself up, and walked to her bedroom, already dressed back into a fresh batch of her usual dress and underwear. But the moment she crossed the doorstep, she stopped. There was another person inside.  
 
    A woman stood on the long balcony and glanced outside. She had dark ginger hair, reaching almost to the very floor, and obviously, two fox-like ears with a bushy tail of the same color. She wore a green dress with gold markings, much more ornamental than Selene’s. 
 
    “How times change. If someone told me that our Selene, the Cursed Apostle, was having guests at her house, and even inviting them to bathe together, I’d have laughed at them and then most likely beaten them up for spouting nonsense,” the mysterious woman spoke without turning around. 
 
    “Matriarch.” 
 
    Selene quickly lowered her head and raised her arms to the front, touching her palm with her fist. 
 
    The Matriarch glanced at Selene over her shoulder with a warm smile. “At ease. I didn’t come here as the head of the tribe but as a friend.” 
 
    Selene released her posture and came closer to join the Matriarch on the balcony. She glanced at the calm and composed woman looking over the city spanning in the distance. While the Matriarch was almost two times older than her, the woman still looked youthful and dignified. That was the blessing of Spiritual Foxes, they kept their youth till the end of their lives, thus it was hard to judge one’s age. 
 
    “I guess you are here to check on me after the full moon, right, Lerisse?” 
 
    “As expected from our most prominent High Priestess.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “Such a surprise when you do so every three months. But I completely forgot it was the time already.” 
 
    “I can see that. You always prepared an unnecessary feast every time I came. I knew something was different when you didn’t answer the door in time. I would have never expected to run into another girl here, though.” 
 
    “This and that happened. She’s a close friend. And a familiar serving under the same master. It’s only natural we spend time together. Sorry for ignoring you. We must have been a bit too loud to hear the bell.” 
 
    Lerisse smiled at Selene. “Judging by how flustered she was, I’m sure you were having a lot of fun in there.” 
 
    “She’s just like that. Mere words turn her into a blushing mess.” Selene waved her hand and then gestured towards a table and two chairs. 
 
    “A shy Pantherkin? You truly are experiencing the weirdest things this world has to offer since the day you have been summoned by that human,” the Matriarch answered and followed her to sit down. 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “Is he also the reason why you look much better than you usually do around this time of the month?” 
 
    Selene showed a soft smile. “Yes. Very much so.” 
 
    She then went ahead to explain the last two days and nights to Lerisse in full detail. The Matriarch had already known a lot about Asterios and how the two had met since Selene had often spoken with the woman.  
 
    They were not only close as superior and subordinate but also as friends. Their relationship had formed over tens of years where Lerisse had done whatever she could to help with Selene’s situation and had been the only one interacting with her that much. 
 
    “I see…” Lerisse nodded to herself after Selene finished. “I’m really glad it’s working out for you.” 
 
    “Also, I apologize for not showing up around as much as before. I recently keep spending a lot of time in the other realm instead of attending to my responsibilities.” 
 
    The Matriarch shook her head. “Please, don’t say that. You are not the only High Priestess here. And we both know you became one in pursuit of answers and knowledge related to your… condition. It’s only natural for you to focus on the solution after finally finding it. I’m by no means restraining you here.” 
 
    “And I’m really grateful for that.” 
 
    A brief moment of silence fell on them. Lerisse twirled her cup holding only a little tea left while staring at it. She then lifted her gaze and glanced at Selene. 
 
    “What are your plans for the future now, then?” 
 
    “I swore an oath to serve my Lord to my utmost abilities and I will continue to do so even after he fulfills his promise of helping with my problem. He is truly an amazing man, worthy of all the respect. I feel like I could learn a lot from him, and some of the knowledge could also be useful to the residents of our realm. You know very well how valuable the information about spiritual circuits and Monster Domains was.” 
 
    Lerisse nodded. The things Selene had shared with her a few times were almost always revolutionary to their own research and knowledge. It for sure would help them a lot, but there was something more to it. 
 
    “It’s my first time hearing you praise someone with such a beautiful and comfortable expression. It looks like you found a much firmer shoulder to lean on than mine,” she said with a warm smile appearing on her lips again. 
 
    “Whatever could you mean by that, Lerisse.” 
 
    The Matriarch playfully squinted her eyes just a little while still smiling. “You might have taken extra time with your bath, but we both know there are scents which are not that easy to get rid of, my dear.” 
 
    A very faint tinge of rosiness arose on Selene’s cheeks. Lerisse continued. 
 
    “You were always like a daughter to me. And I was always mourning over your fate to live alone in this cruel world. But you are now free of that fate and that excruciating pain. Your body is regaining its rightful functions which were forcefully suppressed by the stress accumulated from decades of suffering. You can’t fool my nose. It’s not only respect that you feel towards that man.” 
 
    Selene kept quiet under the inquisitive gaze of the Matriarch. Seeing that the younger girl was not going to admit it, Lerisse sighed heavily. 
 
    “I’m really happy you found a cure and your own Soul Mate, but at the same time… I can’t help but feel a little… regretful... and angry at him. As wrong as it sounds.” 
 
    It was Selene’s turn to squint her eyes, but to express her confusion this time. “Why?” 
 
    “Not only did this Asterios manage to do what I couldn’t in tens of years, but he also stole both my precious foster daughter’s heart and our next Matriarch from me at the same time. How will I find a candidate even half as promising as you…?” 
 
    “What?” Selene raised her voice a bit. “Next Matriarch? Me?” 
 
    “Is it that surprising? There’s no one better suited to be my successor. Your input into our community up to this day was immeasurable. You always worked hard for the people. Perhaps thanks to that goal of yours, you kept pushing yourself over the limits. You are the next well-known and well-respected person in our tribe after me. But that doesn’t matter anymore. It pains me, but I can’t tie you down to this place. You have the start of your new life in front of you. The freedom, which was always restricted by the curse. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “But… What about the curse? People would never accept someone like me as the next Matriarch.” 
 
    “You are not cursed, are you?” Lerisse tilted her head. 
 
    “No, but that’s not the issue here. Everyone believes I am. Even if they are mistaken, it’s not like you can just snap your fingers and make all the worries disappear from their minds. Explaining something won’t get rid of decades of living in fear.” 
 
    “Oh Selene, Selene… Instead of trying to explain the truth to everyone, it’s way more efficient to tell them you conquered the curse and took its power for your own. With a little show, they would believe instantly. Even if it’s a lie, we could then gradually introduce the new information regarding external circuits into society bit by bit instead of dropping an unbelievable fact onto them at once. You still lack a little when it comes to leading a community, my dear.” 
 
    Selene lowered her gaze to the table. She would have never expected Lerisse to think of her as the next Matriarch and prepare everything to such an extent. It was a huge honor to become one, but it was just as she said. If it had happened before her meeting with Asterios, Selene would definitely accept the position.  
 
    In the end, it came with even more privileges and rights to access even the most restricted knowledge which the current Matriarch couldn’t share with her, possibly giving her a chance to find some more information regarding the supposed curse. But that was no longer needed. 
 
    She took a deep breath and met Lerisse’s gaze again. “You are right. I’m sorry, but I have no reason to accept this position anymore. If not for my goal, I wouldn’t have become even a normal Priestess.” 
 
    “Shame. Such a shame. When I think that the only other candidate right now is Ronye, I get chills.” 
 
    “Oh gods, you absolutely can’t let that snobby brat inherit the position. The tribe will be doomed the day she stands at the top.” 
 
    Both women laughed and shook their heads. 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Lerisse.” 
 
    The Matriarch raised her hand. “Do not thank me. Instead, promise me that you won’t ever forget about me. And our tribe.” 
 
    “You sound like I’m going to disappear after our conversation and never come back.” Selene chuckled softly. “While I might be spending less time here from now on, this is still my home which I’ll be returning to all the time. Well, unless I’m no longer welcome here.” 
 
    “This residence is yours and always will be. I don’t plan on stripping you of the High Priestess title. Just show your face at the main temple from time to time. And don’t ignore the most important celebrations,” Lerisse said with a smile. 
 
    The older woman stood up and walked to the railing to gaze into the city again. Selene followed her and leaned forward too. 
 
    “Selene.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Selene raised her eyes to look at Lerisse’s face. It was different than usual. She could discern a trace of melancholy, sadness, and... anguish.  
 
    Lerisse then turned to Selene and looked her straight into the eyes. 
 
    “You can lie to others but never lie to yourself. If you keep delaying things for too long, one day you will wake up unable to express yourself anymore. It will become the biggest regret of your life.” 
 
    Lerisse placed a hand on Selene’s shoulder and stared at the younger woman for a moment. She then turned around and left in silence.  
 
    Even without any more words, Selene understood the message perfectly. The pain in the Matriarch’s eyes was real. And very much different from her own. She had never seen that side of her. 
 
    Selene raised herself from the railing and gazed into the city one more time. She sighed and chuckled gloomily to herself. 
 
    “And who is the troublesome girl now…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
A Broken Cart 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the Matriarch left her home, Selene kept gazing at the town, trying to gather her thoughts. She would be stupid to ignore what her friend and guardian meant, especially after today’s conversation. 
 
    “You can lie to others but not to yourself, huh.” Selene sighed. “You always know what to say to get to people…” 
 
    She then pushed herself away from the railing and went inside the bedroom. Checking on her condition the morning after a full moon was an important routine and Selene was much more eager to follow it this time than ever before.  
 
    Setting herself comfortably on the bed, she entered meditation. Expecting a lot of pain from circulating spiritual energy around her circuits, due to them being overstrained from the recent night, she started extremely slow as always.  
 
    To her surprise, the discomfort she sensed was incomparable to the one in the past, bringing a smile to Selene’s face. Even if she only tickled the paths of her circuits near the source, the fact that she could fill them with energy without feeling like her veins would burst was unbelievable. 
 
    Going further and further, she began to feel a prickle of pain, but when Selene realized that it appeared only after fully distributing her mana over all her body, her smile grew even more.  
 
    She almost couldn’t believe it. She should have been unable to use any techniques and abilities for at least a day or two, but it looked like only a bit of displeasure would go with her as long as she didn’t go too far.  
 
    With how much of his own energy Asterios had poured into her last night, she fully believed the pain would be way worse in the morning than usual. How her spiritual lines did not feel like they were going to burst after that was a mystery, but Selene subconsciously knew it had something to do with him. 
 
    She stopped prodding her internal structure and sighed. It still brought her too much discomfort to explore it for any more complex changes, if there were any. That could wait a bit. 
 
    “At least I won’t be useless for a few days. He is shrouded in more mysteries than Princess Kaguya’s tales, fufufu~” 
 
    While focusing on alleviating the aftereffects with meditation and herbal medicines, Selene kept watching over the party through Asterios’s eyes, listening to his and Miria’s conversations they held with mental communication and enjoying the panthergirl’s reactions. She joined in whenever an appropriate topic popped up or when a situation just begging for her to tease the bashful girl arrived. 
 
    Nothing of importance happened that day and the team peacefully made their way through another part of their journey. Selene hoped it would stay like that for at least a bit as she didn’t want to disappoint her master with her weak state. 
 
    After eating dinner together with everyone, and before returning to her realm, she glanced at Miria, who was sitting close to Asterios while leaning onto his side as he was preparing the bedroll. 
 
    “You should let Master rest a little. For the past two nights, we’ve been clinging to him all the time, consciously or not.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Why not spend a night at my place?” 
 
    Miria turned her eyes to Asterios, a little uncertain what to do. Selene was right about that, but she really wanted to stay. Falling asleep in his arms while Asterios petted her ears started being something she began looking forward to. 
 
    “When a friend invites you for a sleepover, you should accept it.” Asterios met her gaze. “Or are you going to neglect everyone else for me again, hm?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I won’t. Sorry for being too clingy, Master.” 
 
    “You know very well that I don’t mind. Now go.” 
 
    “Goodnight then.” She softly pecked his cheek and stood up. 
 
    Ast’s and Selene’s gazes met for a moment, and he smiled at her. She smiled back and took Miria through the crimson portal with her.  
 
    But Asterios was not meant to sleep alone on that day. After paying him a visit to say goodnight too, and seeing that the girls were not there, Kindra didn’t even ask before bringing her own sleeping bag into his tent a moment later. 
 
    Meanwhile, the two finished their toiletries, switched into nightwear, and arrived in one of the rooms in Selene’s mansion. Miria had brought a few sets of clothes and underwear to her friend's place just for occasions like these, so they did not have to bother Asterios to let them travel between the two’s homes. 
 
    They sat together on the edge of the bed and chatted for a moment until the usual silence fell on them when they ran out of casual things to talk about. Miria was preparing to jump under the amazingly smooth and pleasant sheets when she heard Selene sigh and saw her stand up. 
 
    Selene’s gorgeous figure looked almost divine with how her white fur and hair glimmered while basking in the moonlight coming through the huge balcony. Miria stopped admiring her friend’s appearance and tilted her head when Selene suddenly turned around and on her knees in front of her. 
 
    “Selene? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I want to ask for your permission to pursue Master.” She lowered her head just a bit. 
 
    “Eh? Pursue…? Wait! Get up first! The floor is definitely cold! Why would you even do this!” 
 
    Selene chuckled seeing Miria react more to her behavior than to what she had said. She let the panthergirl help her up and sat on the bed again. 
 
    After she brought Selene back to her side, Miria glanced at her face. “What did you mean by that?” 
 
    “Exactly what you think I did.” 
 
    “But… Why would you even ask me? Shouldn’t you be asking Master?” 
 
    “Isn’t that natural? You are his first mate. I can’t barge into your relationship just like that. Or did you think I'm a seductive vixen that doesn’t care if a man has another?” 
 
    Miria shook her head. “Of course not! I know you like to tease us, but you aren’t like that.” 
 
    “What is your answer then?” 
 
    “What if I said no?” 
 
    “I would not take it any further, of course. We are friends, aren’t we?” 
 
    Miria pondered for a moment. “Why the sudden change? I always felt like… you kept your distance.” 
 
    Selene smiled and turned her gaze to the night sky outside the balcony. “I think he might be my Spiritual Soul Mate. You know what that means, right?” Miria nodded. “I feel really good whenever our energies mix together. Or even when he brushes my tail. At first, I only wanted to serve him to repay the help, but… something made me realize it’s not just that anymore.” 
 
    “I already said that I don’t mind Master having more mates. And I especially don’t mind if it’s you, Selene. You are very strong and beautiful. There’s no way he wouldn’t accept you.” 
 
    “Oh? Are we perhaps getting jealous already?” Selene returned her face to Miria’s and smiled playfully, making the panthergirl blush a little and look away. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Miria suddenly found herself on her back, pinned to the bed, with Selene hanging just above her with a wide smile. 
 
    “You are heavily downplaying your own charm, my cute, little kitty. Why do you think I like to tease you so much?”  
 
    Selene’s words made Miria’s cheeks grow even redder.  
 
    “Besides, you have something a lot more valuable than looks. Your bond with him already reaches deep. You’ve gone through much more with him than I did. Do you really think he would choose me over you if he had to pick? Or that Tina girl?” 
 
    Miria stared at Selene’s face while thinking about what she said. She then remembered the day when Asterios had accepted her. He had been wondering how he should act towards other girls from that point onwards. 
 
    “The answer is obviously a no,” Selene spoke before Miria could reply, and sat straight, reaching out to help her up too. “If only you wanted, you could have had him all for yourself, but you chose to share this happiness with others. I don’t know whether it’s a decision influenced by your bloodline or your kind personality.” 
 
    “I don’t know either… I just felt like he could definitely keep everyone happy...” 
 
    “Don’t start racking your brains over it. It was not a question I wanted to be answered. I’d much rather you focus on the previous one.” 
 
    Miria tried to tame her embarrassment down and nodded. “I think it would be fun with you officially being with Master too. Ah, but… We would need to think who gets to sleep in his arms when…” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “This is just like you to worry about getting less cuddles instead of something much more crucial.”  
 
    “Which is?” Miria tilted her head, blushing again from her comment. 
 
    “What do you think will happen during a full moon after I get completely healed? Or worse, during a Blood Moon?” 
 
    Seeing Selene’s impish smile, Miria instantly realized what she had just implied and trembled, feeling her whole body getting increasingly hotter again. 
 
    “Ummm… We can just… take turns…” 
 
    “I’m looking very forward to that then, fufufu~”  
 
    Selene passed the almost steaming girl while laughing to herself and got under the covers. Miria joined her soon after, of course, facing the opposite way to hide her red face. 
 
    The next day, the fifth, passed like all the others. Well, with the exclusion of Miria getting much more flustered during her conversations with Asterios or Selene, which didn’t escape the former’s attention. He suspected the perpetrator, but the mischievous foxgirl only kept sending him playful smiles through their connection. 
 
    Somewhere in the afternoon, Miria reported noticing the scent of two people and the same number of horses ahead of them. Asterios made her and Selene check for any other presences in close vicinity and they resumed moving after the girls did not spot anyone else. 
 
    The party already passed the half-mark of their path to Tyrienheim so it was wise to stay vigilant for any obvious traps, but it didn’t seem like this was one. Nevertheless, everyone kept being alert as they made their way closer to the reported people, supposedly humans as Miria’s nose had deduced. 
 
    After fifteen minutes, they began to see a small cart with a horse still attached to it, and another animal standing on the side of the road. Two people were present. A middle-aged man in traveling clothes squatted by one of the big wheels while someone in a cloak stood above him. 
 
    “The cart is leaning to their side. Looks like a broken wheel. Over one-third is shattered. One of the oldest tricks if it’s a trap,” Roalt spoke. 
 
    “Wow, Mr. Roalt! You can see so much from this far?” Kindra didn’t hide her amazement. 
 
    The adventurer smiled. “This is nothing. Farsight is one of the staple techniques of all Rangers and Hunters. For a Sharpshooter, it’s even more basic. I could tell you the color of the kneeling man’s eyes if I wanted to.” 
 
    “C-rank adventurers are amazing! Can you also see that far, Asti?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Mom, I’m a Summoner. And I just recently reached D-rank before we moved out.” 
 
    If not for Guildmaster Suanori’s initiative, Asterios would still be in E-rank, but during one of their meetings before the departure, she had informed him about the promotion and gave them new plates. His party hadn't yet met the quota of completed tasks necessary to advance, but Suanori used her position to skip that part.  
 
    His party’s performance in the forest dungeon had been enough to give anyone who asked a good reason. If not for the fact that he, Ven, and Guildmaster Jared had agreed on leaving the emergency quest at E-rank for the sake of the investigation, it could warrant an advancement too, considering that Phantasmal Horrors were something B-rank adventurers went after. 
 
    Thus, Suanori had even offered them a free reevaluation opportunity, but Asterios hadn't accepted it that time too. She was sure they wouldn’t rank lower than B-rank, but she obviously didn’t have a reason to force them to do anything and settled on moving them up by one rank. 
 
    “I can teach you if you want. The very basics are not that complex. You won’t be able to check as far as I can, but it could always prove useful somehow,” Roalt said. 
 
    “Really?! Did you hear that, Asti?! You are such an amazing man, Mr. Roalt! How are you even still single?”  
 
    Kindra exploded even more, throwing herself to the side and grabbing Roalt’s waist, who was riding next to her. Asterios glanced back after hearing a stifled grunt and sighed at the sight of his mother stretched almost horizontally and the man’s wry smile. 
 
    “If you fall from your horse, we are not stopping.” 
 
    “Rude! I’m like that because you are not showing enough love for your mom!” 
 
    “Right, right. Get back, we’ll be arriving at their spot soon.” He waved his hand and turned to the front. 
 
    “Ummm… Asti?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m stuck…” 
 
    “Good gods…” 
 
    After helping Kindra get back to sit properly in her saddle, the party refocused on the two people they were slowly approaching. The cloaked person was still hard to identify, but the other man seemed to be most likely some kind of a merchant, judging by the load. 
 
    The travelers heard the noise of the approaching party and looked towards the source. They flinched at first, seeing a giant black panther heading their way, but they quickly noticed a person riding on the beast’s back. Still a little wary, they waited for Ast’s party to come closer. 
 
    “Greetings, friends. Problems with the cart?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Good day, sir.” The crouching man stood up and lowered his head courteously. “As you might have noticed, yes. Our wheel suddenly broke about half an hour ago and we are currently trying to fix it somehow with whatever we have, but it’s proving to be difficult. Seeing that you travel horseback, I assume you don’t have anything you could spare to help this poor soul, right?” 
 
    Asterios glanced back at his mother and Roalt. They both nodded.  
 
    “Most likely not, but we can take a look at the damage at least if you want.” 
 
    “I will not turn down your kind intentions, sir. Even if we don’t reach any conclusion. Pardon my manners, I’m Ezekiel and this man is my escort from the Adventurer’s Guild.” 
 
    Asterios waited for the cloaked person to introduce themselves, but the guy only nodded slightly. They could see that he was a young man, but that was all. He jumped off Miria and walked closer to shake hands with Ezekiel. 
 
    “I’m Asterios. The other guy is Roalt. We are adventurers and the lady is our client, so I hope you won’t mind me omitting her. And this girl here is Miria,” he introduced them and scratched Miria’s head. 
 
    “Of course not! A pleasure to meet you all!” 
 
    After they shook hands, Roalt jumped down too and they moved to check on the broken wheel. Asterios kneeled by the shattered part and glanced it all over. As Roalt had informed them previously, over one-third was completely shattered into splinters, leaving a gap in the form of a triangle that reached the very axis. 
 
    “I really should have carried a replacement… This cart is getting quite old already…” Ezekiel commented from above them. 
 
    Asterios wasn’t an expert in wheels for carts, but it didn’t look exactly natural to him. Not with such a huge gap. Asterios tried to put pressure on the rest of the wooden beams by hitting the rim, but there wasn’t even a screech. 
 
    “Did you hit something?” Asterios asked while glancing back from where the cart had come but nothing of notice was on the road. 
 
    “As you can see, there’s nothing. It suddenly cracked, just like that. I’ve never seen something like this, and I’ve broken a fair number of wheels…” 
 
    Asterios stood up. “I don’t think we can repair it in this state. But… Miria—” 
 
    “On it!” 
 
    The four men turned their gazes from the wheel to the side and saw a black-haired girl standing not that far from them, with traces of black smoke dissipating around her body. The traveling duo was utterly confused. 
 
    Miria opened a portal back to her realm and jumped through it. She had read Ast’s intentions even before he said them aloud, thanks to their almost completely unified connection they had assumed before reaching the strangers. 
 
    “Was that… the panther?” the cloaked man spoke for the first time. 
 
    “Erm, yeah. She’s my familiar. Give her a moment.” 
 
    The two men nodded after looking at each other and waited in silence. Not even five minutes passed when Miria notified Asterios that she was coming back. He glanced towards the red gate which had been left behind by her and noticed that the unknown adventurer was gazing into it curiously. 
 
    “Hey. Better step back from that.” 
 
    “Easy, man. It’s not like I can do anything to it.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    *WHACK* 
 
    “Nguh?!” 
 
    Miria jumped out of the portal and slammed the adventurer with the rim of a wooden wheel she was holding perpendicularly to her body. The man fell onto his back and started rubbing his face. 
 
    “I’m so sorry! I didn’t know someone was in front!” she quickly apologized and looked towards Asterios with a slightly panicked face. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. Now come, let’s try it on.” 
 
    “Yes! We found one with the exact measurements after I asked dad for help! It should fit without an issue!” 
 
    “And how did you take them?” he asked, a little confused. 
 
    “Through your eyes, of course!” she answered with pride. 
 
    Miria brought the wheel to the side of the cart and began changing it with Asterios, Roalt, and Ezekiel. The nameless adventurer kept sending her and Ast glares from under the cloak, but Asterios told her mentally to just ignore the guy. They finished in ten minutes. 
 
    “Amazing! It really fits perfectly! How much should I pay for this, dear sir?” Ezekiel happily thanked them. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria.  
 
    “Ah, whatever you say, Master. It’s just one wheel.” 
 
    “How can that be? I won’t leave you without at least some compensation!” 
 
    “We are not in need of money or anything else, so let’s just say you owe us a favor,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    “Alright! If you ever pass by Nueville, you can ask people there for directions to me! We should get moving then. It’s still possible to reach Pruna village before sunset. Are you heading there too?” 
 
    “That’s where we planned to stop for the night. We can travel together if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure!” 
 
    He shook hands with Asterios again and began checking his cart before departing. Roalt walked to Ast’s side and extended his hand. 
 
    “I just found this under a splinter of the old wheel after we moved the cart. Doesn’t seem like your usual rock.” 
 
    Asterios took the thumb-sized stone and glanced at it while rotating it in his fingers. He squinted his eyes after looking at its back. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It has Seismic Shock enchantment carved into its side. Obviously spent. The creator definitely noticed it was set off.” 
 
    “But of course…” Roalt sighed and brought out his bow. 
 
    Asterios turned to the two girls and shouted, “Miria!” 
 
    “Eeehh!?” 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    Without wasting any time, Miria activated her Physical Strengthening, grabbed Ast’s mom from her horse, put her under one arm, ran to the cart, and picked up Ezekiel under the other. She sped with them into the trees on the side of the road and jumped up, disappearing into the crowns. 
 
    “Selene!” 
 
    A gate opened and Selene stepped out of it. 
 
    “Cover as much area with your senses as you can and report any movement.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    She sat on the ground in a cross-legged position and began expanding her spiritual sense. Meanwhile, Miria came back. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “For now, Code Road Toll. The rest as we discussed.” 
 
    Both she and Roalt nodded, and Miria picked the man up into her arms, running to the other side of the road and jumping into the leaves again, this time, without returning. 
 
    “You, what summons can you use?” Asterios turned to the adventurer who was supposed to guard Ezekiel. 
 
    “What? How did you—” 
 
    “You are not even trying to hide the presence of the Tricolored Viper coiled around your left arm. Just answer me.” 
 
    No response came. 
 
    “My Lord, there’s movement.” 
 
    Asterios ignored his lack of reply and turned to Selene. “Details?” 
 
    “Around five-hundred-and-eighty meters East. Most likely on foot. Sixteen people. Possibly two mages. Nghhh…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He crouched by her side after Selene grunted in pain. 
 
    “It’s nothing. My circuits aren’t yet fully healed after that night, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “Don’t expand it more then. Five hundred is enough. Thank you. Tell me when they reach a hundred mark.” 
 
    She nodded and he turned to the adventurer. “You heard her. Still going to act sassy?” 
 
    “Hey, but what is happening?” 
 
    “Take a guess. I don’t think sixteen carpenters are rushing this way to fix your broken cart.” 
 
    “Red Bear and Bog Sprite besides the snake. But, with these numbers—” 
 
    “Alright. Let me do the talking, Cloak. When things go to hell, get your bear out and do whatever you can do best.” 
 
    “They are almost here, my Lord.” 
 
    Asterios helped Selene stand up. “Just focus on protecting me. We’ll leave the fun to the others.” 
 
    She nodded and created orbs of mana, sneakily hiding them in her tail for now.  
 
    Soon, people started coming out of the woods, led by a woman in black, leather armor. Ten men and five women made the group, excluding the leader. Anyone could guess their occupation with a single glance. The others stopped behind their boss, and she glanced at the three near the cart with a wide smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5
An Encounter with Bandits 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh?” The woman in the black outfit noticed that the cart was fine and good to go. “Looks like you guys had a spare. We ran here all the way to help, but it’s all for naught.” 
 
    The band behind her back snickered while Asterios took a step towards the leader. 
 
    “We appreciate the concern though, madam.” He lowered his head a little “And goodwill should not be left unrewarded, so why don’t we leave you a little compensation for the trouble before we depart on our journey again?” 
 
    The woman laughed openly. “Seems you have some manners, boy. I have a few famous woodworkers in my crew, you know. And as you can see, we carried all this equipment with us. I hope your compensation will be sufficient. Our schedule is quite packed.” 
 
    All the bandits raised their weapons after their boss’ words and shouted in agreement. Each one of them carried a sword or polearm and two seemed to be wielding staves. They must have been the mages Selene mentioned. 
 
    “We are just humble merchants from a poor village as you can see from our small cart, but I do have a few nice-looking gems on me right now. They still need to be evaluated, though. I hope they can be a satisfactory reward for your good intentions.” 
 
    Asterios reached into one of his pouches and slowly brought out a small crystal in the form of an unpolished, black orb of a finger’s size. 
 
    “Good. Let me see.” The woman extended her hand. 
 
    He did the same with a smile. “Naturally. I’m certain it will be to your liking. Despite their dense appearance, these crystals are unusually... light!” 
 
    Before dropping the crystal into the bandit leader’s hand, he quickly rotated his own palm and flicked the dark, uneven orb into the sky, quickly jumping back at the same moment. 
 
    Everyone’s gazes followed the supposed jewel as its color turned from black to brown to yellow and then to white, all in a span of a little over a second. 
 
    “Oh, shi—” 
 
    *POP* 
 
    The Brightstone crystal exploded in the air above their heads and released an intense flash of blindingly white light. The whole gang had been staring right at it when it popped, which resulted in everyone groaning while hastily covering their hurt eyes. 
 
    *SWISH* *SWISH* *SWISH* 
 
    Leaves rustled loudly and three arrows whizzed through the air at the same time, striking two people in the back of their heads, killing them in an instant. The third projectile shattered when it met a magical barrier. 
 
    “Arche—” 
 
    The magician which wasn’t struck down, regained enough of his vision, thanks to his technique, to confirm what was the origin of the weird sounds, and tried to warn his teammates about another opponent, but only gurgling sounds left his throat after the first few syllables. 
 
    A slightly curved blade poked out from the front of it when he glanced down. Another one soon appeared from his chest, and they both retracted shortly after. He caught the sight of two furry arms holding the swords as he lifelessly fell to the ground. 
 
    At the same time as Roalt and Miria struck the enemies from behind, Selene stepped in front of Asterios, who jumped back, and she pulled out all her previously prepared orbs of spiritual energy. She knew what was coming when he had approached the bandit’s leader, so she had been readily awaiting the signal to close her eyes. 
 
    Met with a group of people covering their faces, she sent two of her projectiles of spinning, condensed mana straight into the crowd, drilling through the bodies of three enemies with unimaginable ease. Humans were nothing when compared to Mud Golems or other monsters from the dungeon they had experienced, and even a tree would show more resistance when met with her blows. 
 
    “You fucker!” 
 
    After the initial sneak attack, the woman in black was one of the first to regain her composure and watched as three of her men were pierced by bluish spheres. Asterios instantly realized that she was their leader not without a reason, and strength or ability was the most common principle of hierarchy in such groups. 
 
    The bandits' numbers went down from sixteen to ten from the ambush Ast’s group had prepared, reducing their advantage, but it didn’t mean an instant victory with just that. Now, everything would turn back to normal, and the real fight would begin. His little trick was not one able to stall for longer as their opponents were now finishing recovering. 
 
    He took a quick glance to his side and sighed. The other adventurer was still rubbing his eyes, also caught in the explosion of light. Asterios had expected that to happen since only his team had been aware of the plan, but he had hoped the man would somehow avoid getting blinded. 
 
    Nevertheless, part of the bandits turned around and launched themselves at Miria while the other half rushed towards the three people standing in front of them. The bandits’ leader was amongst the latter, visibly furious at Asterios for his trickery.  
 
    She unsheathed a rapier from her waist and led the charge. Selene caught one of her mana-orbs in her hands and quickly began reshaping it. A moment later, it turned into a semi-translucent, bluish sword, which Asterios recognized as a katana, a weapon popular in the Demon Continent. 
 
    With swift steps, the bandit leader launched a thrusting attack at her, aiming straight for Selene’s heart. She deflected the strike with her newly formed blade and swung back at the opponent, but it was too slow for the nimble woman. Selene took a defensive stance and waited. Her priority was to protect her master. 
 
    Four people ran past their leader and engaged with her in an exchange of swings. Most were equipped with shortswords, so she did not struggle with pushing them away.  
 
    Contrary to her image, Selene did practice with a blade quite often. Throwing spiritual orbs and enhanced punches were not her only way of fighting. Her ability to condense mana allowed her to create many shapes and weapons, not taking advantage of which would have been a huge disservice to herself. 
 
    She managed to cut down two people when the rest backed off and the woman lunged at her from behind them, aiming to strike from Selene’s blindspot. Unfortunately for her, beastfolk relied on their keen hearing as much as their impressive sight and the fox lady parried the attack with a smile. 
 
    It wavered a little when Selene noticed a smirk on her opponent’s face and realized that the impact behind the woman’s weapon was distinctively lighter than it should have been.  
 
    The rapier’s thin blade rippled and appeared to move a few centimeters higher over the edge of her katana used to parry the elusive strike. The woman was still pushing forward instead of backing away, trying to skewer Selene’s throat from a new angle. 
 
    Selene tilted her own weapon barely in time to push away the tip of the rapier, which grazed her slender neck, leaving a shallow cut on her fair skin. She moved her blade to cut down the enemy before the woman had time to jump back, but her eyes widened in surprise when she saw her still advancing and getting down in front of her. 
 
    Selene’s slash cut through the woman’s shoulder as she dove under her armpit, passing her swiftly. Before she could turn around to chase after the woman with her weapon, a tip of a spear whizzed through that air straight at her from the front, thrust by the last member of this part of the bandits who hadn't joined the battle yet.  
 
    The other two with shortswords joined him and engaged her to keep her attention on them. It had been all a diversion and she fell for it, underestimating the bandits a little too much. But it was still not a grave situation. 
 
    She put more mana into her ethereal blade and the next time one of the bandits struck it while she blocked their attack, it released a powerful wave of spiritual energy which pushed all of them back a few meters. 
 
    Without a second wasted, she grabbed another ball and swung her body around to launch it at the woman who had just passed through her, but Selene got surprised again. The leader was not heading for Asterios but the other adventurer, perhaps judging the mysterious figure more dangerous than her master, who for now had only been seen tossing a stone into the air. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate me! Tora!” 
 
    The cloaked man shouted at his assailant and a brownish portal appeared between the two. Tall and ferocious-looking Red Bear jumped out of it, making the ground shake slightly as it landed. It released a savage roar while standing on its hind legs and made a powerful swipe at the incoming woman. She ducked under it and stepped back with grace. 
 
    ~He should be fine. Finish off the small fries in front of you. Miria is almost done too,~ Ast’s voice resounded in her head. 
 
    She took a quick glance towards her friend and confirmed his words. The three out of five bandits on Miria’s side were being skewered by two arrows simultaneously after getting their guard pushed up by the panthergirl. The leftover two were slowly losing the will to fight. 
 
    ~Don’t strain your circuits. Use my mana.~ 
 
    A warm sensation spread through her body, and she looked back for a second. Asterios held a dagger in one hand while clutching the fingers of the other into a fist, pressed against his heart. A trail of blood dripped from it. That was one of the Summoner’s techniques to share bigger amounts of energy with their familiars without direct contact. 
 
    ~Thank you, my Lord.~ 
 
    She smiled and began gathering the pleasant energy in her spiritual blade. It quickly turned crimson from the earlier, blue color, and felt even more comfortable in her hand. Deciding to end this in one move, she trailed with her right foot to the back, moved her weapon to her head’s level, aiming it towards her enemies, and closed her eyes. 
 
    The world around her turned silent, leaving behind only the sounds of footsteps and weapons clashing against weapons. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion and Selene perceived white shapes and contours of the world in the black emptiness of her mind each time a noise traveled through the darkness. 
 
    She waited, and waited, listening to the unhurried steps of three men running at her. Each time that the dirt crunched under their feet, they appeared a bit closer to her.  
 
    She kept waiting.  
 
    They moved into her range.  
 
    She still waited.  
 
    Their weapons began rushing towards her body.  
 
    She did not move.  
 
    The tip of the bandit’s spear was slowly approaching her throat, but she still did not react.  
 
    And then, everything fell into place. 
 
    Selene’s eyes shot open and flickered with subtle light. Her crimson blade cleaved through the air and the spear wielder’s body diagonally from above faster than even her senses could perceive. An immense wave of air rushed forward, followed by a wide, sparkling, crimson arc of spiritual energy speeding in the same direction. 
 
    All three bandits in front of her were split into half at different places on their bodies in an instant, including their weapons. Moreover, the scarlet crescent she had released zoomed past them and passed in front of the unsuspecting panthergirl, beheading two of her enemies, surprising her so greatly all the hair and fur on her body stood up as she and the last thug froze in place. 
 
    An accompaniment of thuds and the earth under their feet shaking made Miria and the bandit turn from looking at Selene towards the opposite side. Their mouths went agape when they saw a path of falling trees tens of meters long, each of them cleanly sliced. 
 
    “What a monste—” 
 
    *WHIZZ* 
 
    Before he could comment on the destruction, the last member of the woman’s group fell lifelessly to the ground with an arrow sticking out of his skull. Selene released a heavy sigh and the crimson blade crumbled into tiny particles of spiritual energy. She winked at Miria who showed a wry smile in response.  
 
    This slash was almost as powerful as her strike in Ast’s body back in the cave, if not on par or stronger. Miria wondered what would happen if Selene's connection with Asterios reached as deep as hers and she used it during her Awakening. She suddenly felt shivers run down her spine when remembering Princess Kaguya’s tales. 
 
    “Don’t move or he dies! I know where your archer is so no tricks!” 
 
    Both of them turned towards the voice and found the cloaked man, now with his hood down, revealing the face of a young man with black hair, held by the bandit’s leader at knifepoint. She pressed a dagger to his throat as he clutched her wrist. The woman was scratched all over from her bout with the Red Bear, which was now standing a distance from its master, watching the two intently. 
 
    Selene glanced at Asterios, and he smiled reassuringly. Everyone's gazes moved back to the woman. The adventurer’s face was full of anxiety and perhaps fear, and she was aware of it, grinning maliciously. 
 
    She kept slowly moving towards the horse with the cart attached to it, aiming to cut its ties and use it for her escape. With her forces annihilated, that would be the best choice.  
 
    But, halfway there, the adventurer's expression turned into a confident smirk. 
 
    “Stupid bitch.” 
 
    “Wha—ouch!”  
 
    Looking down, she noticed the head of a three-colored snake poking out of the man’s sleeve, with its fangs sunk deep into the flesh of her wrist.  
 
    “You little shit!” 
 
    Before she could stab the man’s throat, her whole body went completely limp, and the dagger fell out of her hand. She slid to the ground soon after it. 
 
    Asterios approached him. “Good job. I thought you would be useless after your initial reaction but baiting her into taking you as a hostage after she realized she was screwed was quite smart.” 
 
    The adventurer didn’t answer but just nodded before covering his head with the hood again. 
 
    “I’ll gut you the moment I regain the feeling in my body, scum!” the woman scowled at them. 
 
    “Good luck. Tri-Colored Viper’s venom can immobilize buffalos for twelve hours. Guess how much more effective it is on humans,” Asterios answered, glancing down at her. 
 
    Roalt and Miria approached the group and arrived by his side. 
 
    “I honestly didn’t think we’d ever come to use any of these strategies you came up with, but damn me, this one was effective,” Roalt commented. 
 
    “Of course! There’s no one smarter than Master!” Miria happily responded, proud of the praise as if it was directed at her. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and petted her cute ears. “Go and bring our client and Ezekiel down.” 
 
    Miria purred and trotted towards the place where she had hidden them. 
 
    “She’s not wrong. I’ve traveled with a fair number of parties, but it’s my first time the leader thought of offering valuables to bandits right from the start to make them lower their guard before blinding them with a Brightstone. Code Road Toll, eh?” Roalt spoke in an amused tone. “I’m now hoping just a little that I’ll have the opportunity to see the other ones in action.” 
 
    “By the way, Mr. Roalt,” Miria joined in before Asterios could answer. Kindra and Ezekiel walked behind her. “Why didn’t you take down that woman first? You had the advantage of the first shot.” 
 
    “That’s a rookie mistake, girl.” He shook his finger. “Reducing enemy’s numbers is the top priority in an ambush. The chances of the leader being strong enough to sense even a hidden strike and avoid it are high. Besides, you should always go for the mages first.” 
 
    Miria nodded a few times in quick succession. “That’s what Master kept telling me too.” 
 
    Ast’s hand appeared on her head again. “And you did great back there.” He glanced at Selene on his other side. “You too. Thank you for protecting me.” 
 
    “It’s my duty, my Lord.” She smiled softly and lowered her head.  
 
    "On another topic, I'm surprised to see you much calmer than I'd expect, miss," Roalt spoke to Kindra, avoiding spelling her name since they kept it to themselves. 
 
    "I'm not some frail maiden from a sheltered environment, Mr. Roalt." She showed an uncomfortable smile. "At my age, I'm not unaware of how this world functions and I have a fair share of various experiences. But even so... the sight of blood and dead bodies... still makes me... a little nauseous..." 
 
    Kindra's eyes accidentally landed on the spilled intestines of one of the bandits Selene had cut in half and she gagged a little, covering her mouth. Asterios stepped closer to her and turned his mother around, patting her on the back. 
 
    "There, there. You are already doing amazing, no need to force yourself to look." 
 
    “What do we do with her?” Selene asked. 
 
    Everyone’s eyes turned towards the woman lying on her back on the ground. 
 
    “We should kill her, obviously. She’s a bandit,” Miria answered without a hint of hesitation and began walking towards her with a blade pointed downwards. 
 
    “Wait! Wait! Wait! I’ll give you everything on me and my men if you let me go!” 
 
    “But why when we can just take it anyway. You could always plan revenge later,” Asterios said in a cold tone. 
 
    “Ugh… I’ll lead you to our base! We’ve recently struck gold during one of our robberies! You can take it if you let me live!” 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid? The rest of your men must be waiting there. Besides, my companion can just follow your tracks back to it.” 
 
    The woman’s expression kept turning increasingly panicked as all her cards were being exposed. Miria’s shortsword was coming closer and closer to her throat, but she couldn’t think of anything else that would capture their attention. 
 
    Before it reached its target though, Miria stopped and kept glaring into the woman’s eyes. Ast’s voice reached their ears. 
 
    “Tell me just one thing. Is this your doing?” He asked and brought up the rock with the spent enchantment. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” the woman hastily answered. “One of us is an enchanter! We bury these on the road to catch traveling merchants!” 
 
    “I see. Knock her out.” 
 
    “Wai—” 
 
    *THUD* 
 
    Miria did as instructed, and the woman lost consciousness. 
 
    “We’ll take her to the Pruna village. I don’t want to explore a bandit’s den with the client present. Their guards can take care of it. Any objections?” Asterios asked his party. 
 
    “None,” Roalt replied, and the girls shook their heads. 
 
    “One more thing. Selene, can you maybe sense these?” He walked closer to her and passed her the stone. 
 
    Selene closed her eyes and focused for a moment. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    “Are there any around?” 
 
    She did not answer but raised her hand towards the sky. After a few seconds, she snapped her fingers and the sound surprisingly echoed through the surroundings. Many little objects suddenly launched themselves from the road and got suspended in the air, flying towards Selene’s fingers soon after. 
 
    “There are thirty-seven on this one-hundred-meter section of the road. There might be more in either direction.” 
 
    “Thank you, that’s enough.” He collected the stones and hid most of them in his spatial pouch, leaving the rest in his normal sacks. “We’ll let them know about it too. Perhaps there’s an Adventurer’s Guild branch there to deal with this.” 
 
    “I could keep digging them out as we travel, my Lord.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want you to overexert yourself. That would put a huge strain on your circuits. Your recovery comes first.” 
 
    Selene nodded with a pleasant smile. It felt completely different receiving words of such care after she had accepted her hidden feelings. It made her delighted to understand that somebody thought so much about her well-being, which happened rarely. While the Matriarch had worried about her, there had been no males with similar attitudes until now. And she much more preferred the thought of her Soul Mate being one. 
 
    After everyone agreed on what to do, they dragged all the bodies and their pieces into one spot and Selene burned them completely with her spiritual fire, which could deal easily even with bones. If they left them by the side of the road, it could attract monsters, and if they buried them randomly, they could turn into undead if not taken care of properly. 
 
    They tied the woman up and threw her onto Roalt’s horse. Without delaying it any further, the joint group of Ast’s team and Ezekiel’s transport headed towards the nearby village before it turned dark. The merchant was quite impressed with their performance and couldn’t stop talking about it and asking tens of questions. 
 
    Fortunately, they managed to arrive at their destination shortly before sunset. Ezekiel thanked them a lot and they split, for now, having their own things to take care of, promising each other to meet the next day. 
 
    Asterios and his crew went to the local guard post after asking the villagers about it and they passed the woman onto them, explaining everything to the officer in charge. They learned that this group was one of the few the authorities were hunting for in the area and the officer was thankful for capturing their leader alive as it would prove really useful for interrogation purposes. 
 
    Then, he offered to prepare a reward for tomorrow and promised to put a word for them in the local Adventurer's Guild branch when he would visit to submit a task for collecting the runestones buried in the road. Asterios handed him a dozen of them. It could help the guild and the adventurers prepare a measure to find and identify them. 
 
    After they finished everything, the party found an inn to stay a night in and went to rest. Even though she looked fine, Asterios decided to spend it by his mother's side. As much as she always worried about him, he also felt the need to comfort her when met with an uncomfortable situation. 
 
    Of course, she took full advantage of the situation to cuddle with her beloved son without restraint, making it just a little bit awkward, but he knew she was truly okay if Kindra had the energy to act merry as usual. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6
Hestizo Household 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Asterios woke up alone. Even though his mother had been snuggled to him tightly during the night, he hadn't noticed even a slight disturbance when she had sneaked out of the bed. A faint smile spread on his lips. It looked like it was just impossible for him to wake up before her, no matter the situation. 
 
    After dressing up properly, he found Kindra in the restaurant part of the inn, chatting with the barmaid by the main counter. She noticed him coming and they ate breakfast together. At first, he wanted to wait for Roalt, but she informed him that he had also woken up early and had already eaten, leaving to the village to resupply arrows. 
 
    They finished eating and left the inn too. Yesterday, Asterios and the others had been focused on wrapping things up with Ezekiel and the guards, so they hadn't paid too much attention to the small town, but the moment he and Kindra walked into the open street, they marveled over the cozy atmosphere. 
 
    Pretty much all the houses and buildings their eyes could reach were in the form of low log cabins and similar architectural structures, usually having only the ground floor. You could easily recognize places of importance such as the Adventurer’s Guild, the village mayor's residence, the main bell tower, and the watchtowers around the borders from how these broke the line of roofs, reaching higher than most. 
 
    Kindra insisted on giving the officer they had talked with previously some more time and brought Asterios deeper into the village, dragging him towards the market square as if she inherently knew where it was found.  
 
    But it wasn’t so surprising. She was a merchant. A good one at that. Navigating through towns and villages according to common arrangements was something one would expect from someone in this craft. 
 
    They spent quality time together while strolling around various shops and stalls. Asterios had fun watching his mother interact with different people from many fields of trade. There wasn’t any notable jewelry store besides some stands with poor quality accessories, but it was understandable considering the size and average wealth of the village. 
 
    Around noon, Roalt stumbled on them by accident and joined them to continue going around as a group, but Kindra quickly took him away while saying that Asterios could oversee the talks with the guild and the guards by himself without their help.  
 
    Asterios smiled to himself seeing his mother hastily dart into the distance with the adventurer in tow. He knew it was just an excuse for her to wander around more and Roalt was a poor victim of her scheme. 
 
    Miria and Selene walked out of their portals soon after he had been left alone. Both hadn't felt like interrupting Kindra’s time with Asterios, but now that she was gone, they didn’t need to hold back and could enjoy his company. Especially a certain panthergirl who got showered in affectionate pats the moment she stepped out of the crimson gate. 
 
    The trio headed to the guard post together and met with the officer. He had managed to get the approval to reward them for their efforts and presented Asterios with ten gold coins. Asterios argued that it was too much, but the man insisted on it while saying that it was calculated not only from the capture of the bandit’s leader but also having the value of supplied information about their den in mind, which would lower running costs for the raiding operation by a lot. 
 
    After finally accepting the money, they headed to the village’s branch of the Adventurer’s Guild as the man had instructed them. Compared to the one in Rosewind or the town near the nature dungeon, it was nothing great and had barely one more floor beside the bottom one. 
 
    The staff must have been informed about their looks because one of the receptionists instantly waved at them when they entered. She asked for his ID card and used it to record their help in the subjugation in the interguild system. It was registered as a C-ranked task, definitely boosting Ast’s track record by a decent amount. 
 
    They chatted for a short while, mostly talking about the road ahead and any news coming from Tyrienheim or places between these two locations and said their goodbyes. Ast’s group wasn’t going to accept any added quests at that moment, even if they aligned with their direction. 
 
    While heading back to one of the restaurants they had passed by earlier to have dinner, Asterios noticed Miria looking far ahead with a bit of a distant gaze, definitely thinking about something deeply. 
 
    He reached his hand out and stroked through her soft hair, bringing her out of the faint daze. 
 
    “Is something troubling you?” 
 
    Miria glanced at him and smiled gently. She stepped closer and leaned her shoulder against Ast’s chest while pushing her head more into his hand. 
 
    “I’m just thinking about our recent fight. I can’t help but feel like I’m somehow growing stronger much faster than before.” 
 
    “I see. And you are trying to figure out why?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Asterios turned to Selene. “Do you know the answer?” 
 
    “I do, my Lord.” 
 
    He then moved his eyes back to Miria and scratched behind her fluffy ear. “Should I tell you then?” 
 
    She pouted a little. Asterios always teased her like that whenever the chance presented itself. But he never led her through the question he believed she wouldn’t be able to answer at least partially so Miria resumed her contemplation.  
 
    “It’s definitely not training… We haven’t done complex exercises like when we decided to practice more together… Perhaps experience? Am I getting better from fighting monsters and other opponents alongside you? But I also fought a lot as a hunter back in my world… In a group too… I’m not sure… The increase in my power is way more noticeable than then… The dungeon? I felt a big improvement after our first dive together...” 
 
    Asterios calmly observed his partner analyzing various possibilities with a happy smile, even though she did not hit the mark. 
 
    “Miria. What are we?” 
 
    She tilted her head to glance into his eyes and blushed after a moment, more conscious of their current positions. She didn’t back away though. 
 
    “A… couple?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled making Miria’s cheeks grow even rosier. “I guess that’s true too, but isn’t there something else? Something dating further back than us becoming mates?” 
 
    She forced herself to calm down a little and dove into her thoughts again. Not much time passed before Miria’s ears twitched adorably. She glanced into his eyes again with a bit more confidence. 
 
    “A Summoner and familiar?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he confirmed, causing a beautiful smile to form on her lips. “And what’s the most important part of our contract? Usually being the biggest benefit for the summon besides whatever they ask for in their conditions?” 
 
    He let her mull over the question for a bit, but even after a few minutes, the answer wasn’t coming.  
 
    Asterios chuckled again. Miria’s thirst for the unknown and powerful curiosity strongly overshadowed the main point of why various entities entered these contracts. For her, exploring this realm by his side was of much higher value than anything else. 
 
    “It’s spiritual essence.” He decided to not keep her in the dark any longer. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Every being’s essence reaches its cap at some point, usually around the time they mature, turn into adults, or whatever happens to the species. After that limit is reached, it’s almost impossible to expand spiritual essence by yourself, without the help of external factors, which also are quite scarce. And the summoning contract is one of them,” he began his explanation. 
 
    “Through our connection, you receive a bit of my own essence regularly, which gets absorbed by your own, increasing its volume. Ah, but it’s not like I'm slowly sacrificing my spiritual lifespan to keep you serving me until I can’t handle it anymore. Spiritual essence is a bit like spiritual energy, which is mana, in the fact that it can also replenish itself over time. The main difference is that mana pool can still be increased by training.” 
 
    He looked at her and Miria nodded, confirming that she was following through his words. 
 
    “That essence cap is what dictates how many and how strong familiars can a Summoner contract before finally running out of juice and being unable to distribute any more of it after giving away what was promised in the contracts. It’s like having a glass of water that refills every day and gathering people offering their help for a sip each time that happens. At some point, there won’t be enough for a new person to join the queue.” 
 
    “What an interesting way to present this, my Lord,” Selene commented. “I’ll allow myself to share this allegory with my kin as the one we currently use is way less digestible.” 
 
    “Of course. Feel free to do so. Anyway, where was I? Ah, the cap. Spiritual circuits are important in the matter of summoning too, but let’s move on. You are getting stronger each time you receive some of my essence. And well, the same as with mana, there are many different ways to share it, each with varying efficiency. If you remember our past talk about a certain researcher, you should understand what I mean,” he finished with a smile. 
 
    Miria tried to search her memories for the mentioned moment and quickly remembered their conversation about the human who had been exiled for his quite controversial-in-nature theory. She quickly turned red and couldn’t match his gaze anymore. 
 
    “Does… Does that mean…” 
 
    Asterios gently cupped her chin and brought it up. He moved his face closer while observing if she would be too embarrassed for this in the open, but Miria didn’t show any hints of resistance besides her slightly widened eyes, so he softly connected their lips. 
 
    ~Focus.~ 
 
    Ast’s voice pleasantly rang in her head as they shared a warm kiss, faintly brushing their lips together. She tried to do as he instructed and quickly noticed an almost unperceivable trace of energy that she assumed was the essence, unhurriedly making its way to her core. The delicate stream broke after Asterios pulled away with a gentle smile. 
 
    “Did you get it?” 
 
    She nodded while lowering her head and glancing at him from below. Selene’s soft chuckle reached their ears. 
 
    “Basically, what Master meant was that each time you two mate he not only shares his love and affection with you but also a considerably bigger chunk of his essence, making you stronger by a lot.” 
 
    Miria instantly stepped away from him after Selene’s blunt statement, almost steaming from embarrassment. Even so, she had connected the dots in her mind even without that comment.  
 
    The first, bigger jump in her performance had occurred after the fight with the scorpions in the dungeon, and the second had been noticed by her in the last bout with the bandits. Shortly before each, she had in fact shared a more intimate moment with Asterios. 
 
    He sighed while glancing at Selene. She ostentatiously acted as if nothing happened. 
 
    ~You knew very well I was trying to explain it to her in a less embarrassing way.~ 
 
    ~Ah! Is that so? I truly apologize, my Lord. This humble servant did not catch on your intentions quick enough, fufufufu~ 
 
    He shook his head as they finally entered a diner to eat lunch together. Selene was recently turning even more playful towards Miria than before. 
 
    Afterward, they met up with the rest of the team and decided to head out the next morning.  
 
    Asterios spent the rest of the day talking with Miria and Selene about various things connected to summoning and spiritual essence in general, having a bit of help from the latter as her tribe had some knowledge about it. He mentioned some new techniques he would want to try out in the not far future and they practiced together by going through various exercises for Summoners and their familiars. 
 
    In the night, Selene asked to be groomed by him, and Asterios obviously obliged. Miria stayed in the room this time and kept sending her jealous gazes while watching the fox lady's euphoric expression. Selene intentionally exaggerated it to tease the young panthergirl, making full use of Ast’s closed eyes as he focused on caressing her tail while replaying her memories in his mind. 
 
    With a mischievous smile and a wink seen only by Miria, Selene left them alone. The former didn’t waste any time on being too shy and jumped straight into Ast’s embrace, snuggling to him for the night.  
 
    He was a little surprised to see her so actively guiding his hands to her ears and tail, clearly asking to be spoiled lots, but in the end, he found that matching her adorable personality and showered Miria in lots of caresses before they fell asleep. 
 
    They left the village early in the morning and resumed their journey. The rest of their path to Tyrienheim went without any more issues coming up and the party arrived in front of the big city in four days. It was surrounded by a high wall made of stone blocks, instilling feelings of might and respect from far away. It was also the first time Asterios had seen a heavily fortified city. 
 
    He thought the entry checkup at the gate would be long and complex, but after hearing Kindra’s family name and confirming its authenticity, the group was let through very quickly. It looked like his mother’s lineage was well-known in Tyrienheim. She had mentioned they were good and versatile merchants, but he hadn't expected this much recognition from gatekeepers. 
 
    After going through the checkpoint and leaving the horses at the nearby stables, Miria jumped back to her realm and the trio of Asterios, Roalt, and Kindra, went towards the Adventurer’s Guild to report completion of the escort quest, led by Ast’s mother, of course. 
 
    Roalt already had the chance to visit Tyrienheim in the past, so he wasn’t as impressed by the tall and beautiful buildings as Asterios, who kept glancing around as they walked through the paved streets full of people of different status. Kindra smiled to herself seeing his reaction, proud of her birthplace. 
 
    She found the Adventurer’s Guild without an issue, and they quickly finished all the formalities. The huge and spacious hall had tens of receptionists and they didn’t have to wait long for their turn. The atmosphere was almost incomparable to the ones Asterios was used to, feeling more organized and professional than cozy and familiar like in Rosewind or the other places. Of course, it wasn’t any worse, just the scale changed a lot of things. 
 
    With the rewards split appropriately, Roalt bid farewell to everyone and left them to themselves. He planned to stay here for a while, maybe picking up some quests in the area, so it was very likely they would run into each other again and he had enjoyed teaming up with Ast’s unique group. 
 
    “I guess it’s time to return back home,” Kindra said after they walked out of the guild. 
 
    “Should I wait for you to make contact first, Mom?” 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary. It’s obviously your home now too, so there’s no need to announce your visit. Unless you don’t feel like living with me anymore and would want to find a house for yourself and the girls…” 
 
    He stopped her and hugged his mom lightly. “What are you even talking about? As you said previously, my home is where you are. I’ll always stay by your side. Unless you would feel bothered by living under the same roof with your son and his girlfriends.” He smiled at her teasingly. 
 
    Kindra smirked. “Oh, did my little playboy finally realize his charms? If you think it’s that easy to get rid of me then I must disappoint you. You guys can enjoy yourselves as much as you want. I won’t complain even a little bit. Let me know beforehand if you are too shy and I’ll go out shopping or something.” She giggled and escaped his embrace, starting to walk forward. 
 
    Asterios could feel Miria getting increasingly embarrassed through their bond. She must have been closely listening to their conversation. He chuckled internally and shook his head. All the women around him were just something else, especially his mother. 
 
    It took them almost twenty minutes to reach the destination on foot. They arrived in a part of the city where the density of buildings was visibly lower, and the district was filled with residences and small mansions of various sizes. They were not comparable with those of noble families such as Tina’s or Roz’s, but still highlighted the considerable wealth of the owners. 
 
    Kindra led him to one of the mansions in the form of a single, three-story, rectangular building without any additional wings. The paint and the structure’s features were deep brown and gold respectively. A small garden with two bowers, one on each side of the main path leading to the mansion’s entrance, decorated the front of the property. 
 
    Stopped by the sentry at the gate, she brought out a fine-looking pendant with a family crest engraved in the brown mineral which made the heart of the accessory. The man was shocked at first, most likely not recognizing the owner, but he possibly couldn’t go against some rules or didn’t want to risk offending her if she wasn’t a con artist and let them inside immediately. 
 
    Side by side, Asterios and Kindra walked the straight, paved path. He could tell his mother was getting a little nervous. Who wouldn’t be after being far from their family for so long? He placed a hand on her back and smiled gently, which she reciprocated with a smile of her own. 
 
    Passing the intersection leading to the bowers on the sides, they heard the giggling of two ladies coming from their left. Kindra didn’t spare it even a moment of her attention and pressed forward with an anxious face. 
 
    “Oh? Are my charming eyes deceiving me, sister Cerina?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, sister Latua. But we should take a closer look to be sure.” 
 
    The two voices spoke to each other louder than previously and giggled again. A shiver passed through Kindra’s body as she stopped in her tracks. Asterios did not miss that.  
 
    Hearing footsteps behind them, they turned around. 
 
    Two women in fashionable dresses with a multitude of frills and decorations stood in front of them, one in sapphire and the other in emerald one. They looked to be somewhere in their late fifties, judging by their appearances and the amount of makeup on their faces. They both wore fancy hats with extremely wide brims and big feathers. 
 
    No matter how Asterios looked at them, they tried to pose as rich, noble ladies. And while he didn’t doubt the first part, he knew very well that his mother’s family was not of noble lineage, nor had they been granted it by any of the kingdoms. They were respected merchants, but not royalty. 
 
    “Well, well, well… What do we have here?” the one in blue dress spoke first. 
 
    “It seems your eyes are as perceptive as always, sister Latua, fufufu~” the other one commented.  
 
    “But of course, sister Cerina.” 
 
    No matter how blind he would be, Asterios could tell from miles away how uncomfortable his mother was in the presence of these women. And they definitely didn’t give off good vibes. He could guess their identities already, even though Kindra hadn't talked much about her relatives. 
 
    “How bold of you to show your face here after almost two decades, Kindra,” Latua said in a cold tone. “Did you finally realize how hopeless you are on your own? Did you finally run out of assets to live? You were such a brilliant child, but you had to ruin yourself and your future just so much by running away from home, from your responsibilities.” 
 
    Kindra lowered her head but did not answer. 
 
    “I know, right? What idiot would want to run some trashy shop in the countryside instead of taking the lead of a whole company in a big city? Gosh, that was just so pathetic I don’t even want to remember it. But you always lacked in every aspect. Especially sanity. I have no idea how Father could even consider you to inherit the jewelry trade. Or how he still hopes you will do it,” Cerina added after her, sending a piercing gaze towards Ast’s mother. 
 
    Even with his lacking information, Asterios could already make a few guesses of what was happening here from their tone and clearly jealous gazes, poorly hidden behind exaggerated disdain. Emotions were slowly rising inside his heart, but he forced himself to control them to save his mother some face. The last thing she needed was him attacking her relatives. 
 
    “And if abandoning your family was not enough, you even got an idea of picking up some random kid from the side of the road! How did that turn out for you? Did that little bastard run away from you the moment he learned to walk? I can’t believe you would think a fifteen-year-old girl, completely clueless about these matters, could be an imitation of a mother. Pitiful.” The lady in blue dress continued raining insults on her third sister. 
 
    “I bet he ended up as a bandit. That is, if she didn’t kill the child with her inability.” 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s very likely why she came back. He must be rotting in some prison for sexual assault or something, forcing her to hide from—” 
 
    “Shut up!” A sudden, loud shout from Kindra made the two women jolt in surprise. She glared at them with fury in her eyes. “Do not dare to utter even a single—” 
 
    Asterios squeezed his mother’s shoulder, stopping her from finishing her sentence. As expected, she had ignored anything they said about her but instantly lashed out at them the moment he was mentioned. 
 
    “I was convinced we entered the premises of the famous Hestizo family, but it looks more like an unruly kennel with two withering bitches jealously barking at their own kin to me.” 
 
    His comment made the chins of the two ladies drop to the ground. Before they had a chance to retort, he grabbed his mother’s hand and turned around, glancing back at them over his shoulder. 
 
    “Get back to your doghouses before I decide to discipline you in your owner’s stead.” 
 
    He released some of his ferocious energy, focusing it on his eyes, and sent a bone-chilling gaze with his deep crimson irises straight at them. Seeing the two crones shiver, he withdrew it and started walking away. 
 
    Near the entrance to the building, Kindra spoke up while glancing at the ground. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    He sighed. “What for?” 
 
    “Letting you see and hear all of that...” 
 
    He rubbed her shoulder. “Was this the reason you left?” 
 
    She nodded faintly. “I know I didn’t tell you much about my relatives besides the general things, but… Yeah… I couldn’t handle the atmosphere here and decided to run away, as they said…” 
 
    He directed her eyes towards his with his free hand. “You did not run away. I don’t know much, but after this, I’m sure I would have made the same decision if I were in your shoes. Now I feel really bad for forcing you to move out…” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself! I decided to come back out of my own volition! I’m sorry for keeping this part to myself though…” 
 
    “Well, it’s alright. I can understand why you would want to avoid telling me about this, but I’m here, and always will be if you would want to talk. You know how much I love you, Mom.” 
 
    She nodded with a faint smile. “Mhm. I know. I was silly to hide it and worry so much.” 
 
    They stared at each other in silence for a moment before Asterios spoke up again. “I know we came to this place with the intention to live here, but… if you want… we could always rent out a house somewhere in the city. For our own, small family.” 
 
    Kindra’s eyes widened a little and she began tearing up a bit. She quickly wiped them with her sleeve and hugged him closer with a beaming smile. 
 
    “That’s a great idea! Just let mom secure some funds and we can go to find our little love nest together! Judging from their words, I seem to still be our father’s favorite, fufufu~ He is an amazing and kind man! Come on, you need to meet your grandpa!” 
 
    As if the previous situation had not affected her in the slightest, Kindra grabbed Asterios under her arm and rushed with him inside, turning back to her usual, lively self. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
Welcome to the Family 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dragged inside by his now enthusiastic again mother, Asterios was met with a sight one could expect when entering a noble’s mansion. Just the main lobby looked truly rich and breathtaking. 
 
    The floor was made from beautiful marble tiles, and all other structures, including walls, ceilings, stairs, and such, were carved from a mineral of similar shades, creating a peaceful and calming composition of light colors. 
 
    Besides that, the hall was decorated with a myriad of statues of an average human’s size, depicting both men and women in different, mostly thoughtful, poses. It obviously didn’t lack masterpiece-level portraits and paintings and truly screamed ‘rich’ wherever he stopped his gaze. 
 
    “Fufufu~ Everyone has this reaction when they come here for the first time.” His mother chuckled softly, observing his face. “You better get used to this. The other chambers are as fancy if not more.” 
 
    Asterios showed a wry smile. “How are you not nobility?” 
 
    “To be honest, we were offered an honorary title for the help in the financial development of Tyrienheim over the ages, but it’s almost tradition for the family’s head to reject it. They always viewed such honors as attempts to entangle us in noble responsibility and political schemes. It’s not just benefits that you get from being one. And my father still believes in this conviction, as all of his predecessors.” 
 
    “That’s true. Your family is really wise. Many would jump straight in when offered a hereditary title.” 
 
    Kindra then led him through the mansion until she found a maid. The servant must have joined after she had left because she was not recognized at first, but the maid had, of course, known about the pendant and quickly informed them that the master of the house was relaxing in the gardens at the back of the residence. 
 
    While following her there, Asterios and Kindra engaged in a conversation about his mother’s family, especially sisters. He learned that the Hestizo household dabbled in many areas of trade. Most of them were supervised by the head of the family and his wife, but each child would always receive one of the businesses or start a new one when becoming a full adult. Of course, they all learned about many things connected to such before that. 
 
    Kindra’s father was currently leading a chain of popular restaurants, a delivery company, and a small mercenary troupe working as security and escorts for both. Her mother oversaw perfumes and jewelry trades. The latter had been meant to be inherited by Kindra when she turned seventeen, but for obvious reasons, it hadn’t happened. 
 
    Her sisters, Cerina and Latua, had received the reins of clothing and shoe businesses, respectively. They both ran a chain of stores and shops in Tyrienheim and some outside of the city in other towns. Due to the target of their products being nobles and rich people, the shops did not appear in smaller settlements or those without any noble houses. 
 
    If not for her deciding not to inherit the jewelry trade and instead choosing to leave the house under the guise of learning more about the world and running a business through actual experience, Kindra would have been leading the Hestizo jewelry brand for many years now. But she had never regretted her choice. It had turned out way better than she had expected, being able to meet and raise Asterios, whom she deeply cared for. 
 
    After hearing the story of her family and some more short details about how Kindra had grown up, he could easily guess the reason her sisters were so rude and vicious towards his mother.  
 
    From what she had said, she was a very quick learner and kept exhausting her determination to be the best she could to meet her parent’s expectations, even though they had not negatively pressured her to do so. Kindra was just that type of person, feeling responsible to uphold the respect her lineage built, not wanting to let her family down. 
 
    In comparison, her much older sisters were a lot less dedicated to the cause. They had learned properly, but only as much as necessary, and they had already been running a business each at that point in time. Kindra had just outshined them, earning much more favor from her parents. Which, in turn, had given birth to jealousy. 
 
    And that was not all. It was obvious to him that these sisters, who were twins, had their eyes on the jewelry trade too. Kindra hadn't yet told him the details, but he was sure they had bullied her mentally a lot, and for a teenage girl it must have been horrible, especially for one with such a kind personality. 
 
    They had finally managed to drive her out of the house, but it seemed like their father hadn't acted according to their expectations and didn’t let them take over the jewelry brand in Kindra’s stead, further holding onto it personally.  
 
    Served them right. 
 
    Asterios and Kindra finished their chat when the maid brought them to the middle of the garden and pointed at the wooden terrace where two people sat down by a table and enjoyed some tea or coffee from their cups.  
 
    Seeing his mother tense up a little, he gently took her hand into his and smiled when their eyes met. She took a deep breath and answered with the same. They walked towards her parents, side by side. 
 
    Arriving closer, Asterios could finally notice more details about them. They were an older couple, as expected. Kindra was over thirty while her sisters were over fifty, so it was obvious their parents would be somewhere at least around seventy, and it was visible. 
 
    The man had shoulder-long hair, already greying out. His very honorable face was decorated with a beard of similar shades and of medium length. He wore a casual yet very refined uniform in dark brown hues. Overall, the man’s image was that of a wise veteran. 
 
    Opposite to him, sat a woman in a mahogany brown dress. Her clothes were much less fancy when compared to the two they had met on their way here, but they still emanated an aura of respectable maturity. She had waist-long black hair. 
 
    “Dear, I need to schedule a transport to Norunholm. The Cassius family had recently almost emptied our branch there due to their daughter's coming of age ceremony. Do we have any escorts to spare?” the woman asked while looking at some papers and taking a sip of coffee. 
 
    “Hmmm… That will be a big one… But it should be doable. Let me check with them first and I’ll let you know tomorrow. If it’s urgent, we might submit a request to the Adventure—” 
 
    As the man was answering his wife, two people arrived in the corner of his vision and he froze mid-sentence after his eyes fell onto the face of the awkwardly smiling woman accompanied by a young man. 
 
    “Heavens!” he suddenly shouted. “After almost two decades, my precious daughter returned with a handsome man?!” 
 
    “Dad! No, wait!” 
 
    “There’s still hope!” 
 
    “I said wait—” 
 
    “You have no idea how happy your father is! Come here! Let me hug you!” 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    No matter the effort, Kindra didn’t manage to stop the man from getting up and pulling her into his embrace, which was an easy feat as he was quite well-built and taller than her.  
 
    Asterios stepped to the side to not interrupt the reunion and glanced at the older woman, who was still calmly sitting by the table. She gave him a soft smile and took another sip. He felt like she knew but chose to just watch the scene unfold. 
 
    “Daaaaaaad! Stoooop! You are crushing me! And embarrassing too!” 
 
    “Hahaha! Acting shy in front of your boyfriend? Or maybe a husband already?” 
 
    “I TOLD YOU HE IS NOT!” She finally managed to push him away after a moment of struggling. “He is Asterios!” 
 
    “What a dignified name! Ah! But where are my manners!” The man turned to Asterios and grabbed his hand, placing his other palm on the youngster’s shoulder. “My name is James Hestizo! Just so we are clear, I’ve never intended to pry into my daughter’s love life, but you better treat her like a princess or—” 
 
    “Dear.” 
 
    A composed and melodic voice coming from the woman instantly shut James up. He turned his head to glance at his wife with a wry smile. 
 
    “Yes, honey?” 
 
    “I believe it’s time to end your antics. Don’t act any more disrespectful to your grandson or he will think that you suffer from dementia already.” 
 
    The man returned his gaze to Asterios and gave an awkward smile after a moment of thinking. 
 
    “Uhhh… Ummm… Yes, of course! I was just testing him to see how he would react! My grandson can’t be someone easily flustered! You passed with flying colors, young man!” 
 
    Asterios could hear Miria giggle in his mind while the sound of Kindra slapping her face and sighing reached his ears. 
 
    “Dad… Just admit it… You forgot his name…” 
 
    “What are you saying?” James chuckled nervously. “I truly—” 
 
    “Dear.” 
 
    “—forgot his name…” 
 
    Asterios snorted internally. He was starting to have doubts about who was the real family head here. The woman also stood up now and walked up to Kindra. 
 
    “Welcome home, sweetie. I missed you dearly.” 
 
    “Me too, Mom.” 
 
    The two hugged affectionately for a few seconds, and the woman then turned to Asterios. 
 
    “It’s nice to finally meet you, Asterios. My daughter spoke about you in her letters a lot. My name is Anna Hestizo.” She curtsied respectfully. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you both, Sir James, Madam Anna.” He bowed in response. 
 
    “Looks like Kindra did not fail to bring you up properly,” she said with a gentle smile. “Come, sit you two. And you, dear.” 
 
    They sat together by the table; Kindra and Asterios on one side and James with Anna on the other. The man tried to act dignified, but it was obvious he still felt embarrassed by his mistake. 
 
    “I apologize for my husband's behavior,” Anna began. “Due to our current situation, he got a bit overly excited seeing a man by the side of one of our daughters.” 
 
    Kindra giggled, finally relaxing a bit. “I think that’s understandable considering there was no potential male heir for like fifty years now. I do think you should control your emotions better though, Father.” 
 
    “I apologize…” 
 
    “It’s fine. I wasn’t bothered by it. It’s actually nice to know who my mother takes after,” Asterios replied with a smile while glancing at Kindra, making her blush and evert her gaze. 
 
    “Fufufu~ Truly, when it comes to these matters, they are like two peas in a pod,” Anna commented. “Personally, I’m starting to wonder if my dear daughter did truly tell the truth when she wrote that she picked you up and haven’t actually eloped with her secret lover, seeing your calm demeanor, so similar to my side of the family.” 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    “Fufufufufu~” 
 
    And now, he was sure Kindra was a perfect mix of these two. A kind and emotional father and a calm but teasing mother. What an explosive combination of genes to inherit, resulting in an extroverted tease. 
 
    “I can testify in her favor, Grandmother. If I may call you such, Madam Anna,” Asterios replied with a smile. 
 
    “Of course, you may, sweetie. I’d be more than happy if you didn’t use such unnecessary formalities. Why would you even think you couldn’t?” 
 
    “Well, not meaning to insult my mother in any way, even though she took me in, and I always considered her my family, I did not technically join it, just being an orphan she cared for greatly. I’m immensely grateful for everything she has done for me, but I feel like it would be impudent to just walk in here and act as your grandson without asking to be accepted into the family first. It’s not such a simple thing when it comes to a respectful lineage as yours. In your eyes, I might very well be a useless man with no background.” 
 
    Kindra put her hand over his and glanced at Asterios with a warm gaze. “I also didn’t bring it up because I wasn’t sure if you’d like to associate yourself with my household in the future. I didn’t want to restrain you. I considered you my son since the very first day, but I knew I shouldn’t just… steal you like that... I was always ready to let you leave if that would have been your wish…” 
 
    Asterios brought her palm up and left a gentle kiss on the back of her hand. “I will never leave you, no matter what. I’ve already said this, and I will do it again as many times as it’s necessary.” 
 
    While the two were lost in their little parental world for a moment, James and Anna looked at each other and nodded at the same time. The man then coughed to bring the duo back to reality. 
 
    “Young man, do you wish to formally join the Hestizo family and be officially recognized as the son of Kindra Hestizo, granting you all the rights and privileges coming with such honors?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at the serious face of his grandfather-to-be and then turned to the side to look at his mother. She was covering her mouth in surprise with slightly widened eyes. She hadn't expected things to move so fast. 
 
    Noticing Asterios staring at her, she also turned to him, squeezing his hand. “The decision is yours. I will always respect it, no matter what.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded after facing the man. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s proceed then.” 
 
    James waved his hand and one of his rings with a ruby embedded in it flashed. A second later, an ornamental saber with a beautiful, silver, patterned sheath materialized in the air. Asterios wasn’t surprised that a wealthy merchant had a spatial storage ring. He only wondered if the three others he wore were ones too. 
 
    The man stood up and moved to the side of the table. Asterios quickly followed him, and they stopped in front of each other. Kindra also moved and arrived behind his back, placing her hands on his shoulders. Feeling slight pressure on them, he figured out the rest and lowered himself to one knee. 
 
    James slowly unsheathed the saber and rested the blade on his shoulder. 
 
    “Do you swear to always treat your mother with kindness and respect and to never betray her heart?” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Do you swear to always treat the Hestizo family members in a respectful, fair, justified, and righteous manner?” 
 
    Asterios was a bit worried at the beginning of the sentence when the two sisters came to his mind, but he smiled internally after realizing the cleverness of the rest of the oath. 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Do you swear to always come to protect the family and its members if the situation arises, in all fairness and decency?” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Do you swear to always uphold the family’s respect and defend it when necessary, be it from outside or within?” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Then, with the power granted me by my predecessor, as the head of the Hestizo lineage, I, James Hestizo, accept you into the Hestizo family as an official son of Kindra Hestizo, hereby granting you the right to call yourself Asterios Hestizo. Never forget your oath and your heart.” 
 
    James then lifted his saber a little and created a tiny cut on Ast’s forehead, scooping a bit of blood onto the tip of the sword. He then pointed it into the sky as the single drop of blood traveled down the metal, mysteriously turning it fully crimson behind its path. 
 
    The moment the drop reached the handguard, turning the whole blade completely red, the jewels in the saber’s handle flashed brightly and the sword exploded in golden flames, consuming the crimson color until the metal turned silver again. James then sheathed the weapon and began laughing heartily. 
 
    “Good! Good! Such purity is commendable! Our family gained an incredible asset today!” 
 
    Asterios stood up after the whole ordeal and glanced at the man while his mother hugged him tightly from behind. “Pardon?” 
 
    His grandfather grinned widely. “This little artifact takes in blood to examine one’s bloodline purity, their lineage’s quality in other words. The more of the blade turns red, the better it is. I honestly don’t remember the last time it was recorded and it completely turned crimson! Maybe not even the great founder was able to achieve that, hahaha!” 
 
    Anna walked to his side with a soft smile too. “And the flames that appear later are believed to show one’s honest heart. Golden ones are the best result too, showing that your heart is in the right place. It’s not as rare as your other result. Your mother achieved a similar feat.” 
 
    “Somehow, I’m not surprised even a bit,” Asterios commented and rubbed his mom’s hands entwined over his chest. “Thank you for accepting me, Grandfather, Grandmother. I’ll do my best to not disappoint you.” 
 
    After the sudden ceremony, they were led by Anna back inside the mansion and shared a meal together, during which Asterios was bombarded with a myriad of questions from both of his grandparents. They chatted for hours until it finally started getting late and the two were sent to rest after their journey. 
 
    For the next four days, Asterios stayed in the mansion to learn more about the family and to let them learn some more about him. Him becoming a member of the Hestizo household was announced properly to all their affiliates. The two sisters weren’t especially happy with the turn of events, but they did not show hostility openly. He could feel the venom behind their words when they bumped into each other alone, though. 
 
    Overall, Asterios and Kindra enjoyed their time with his new family, still deciding to live independently afterward. Her parents had nothing against their decision, but they naturally urged the duo to not shy away from visiting as often as possible, especially Asterios. 
 
    James did try to talk Kindra into taking over the jewelry trade, but he surrendered after the first two days. He was unable to change her mind, set on being content with just managing a branch for now. She did not completely deny the possibility of her taking the business over in the future though, but that would depend on her circumstances. Asterios felt like she was intentionally avoiding creating ties to this place in case she had to follow him to another one and he didn’t know if he should feel glad or guilty. 
 
    As for him, even though James and Anna did not speak about the issue directly, he did get a feeling that they were considering him for the position of the male heir of the family over these four days as they learned more about him, and he partook in various activities inside the house. 
 
    He clearly repeated from time to time that his dream was to continue adventuring as a Summoner, which most likely was what had prevented them from straight-up coming at him with the suggestion. Anna and James truly respected the wishes of others. Still, Asterios felt like he or his mother would end up in the position somehow anyway. He’d worry about that when the time would come. 
 
    On the fifth morning after they arrived at the Hestizo household, Asterios and Kindra left to look for a house for themselves. Even though almost two decades had passed since she had last been here, the city had not changed enough for her to be unable to find her way to the key points of interest, such as a few real estate agencies. 
 
    It took them half a day to decide on their new house and they luckily stumbled on a small villa that was good enough to live in without the need for servants, and which was not that far from Kindra’s family residence. She intended to pay for it, but James insisted on doing so as a welcoming gift for Asterios, so they had to only worry about operating costs from now on. 
 
    They spent the rest of the day and the next one unpacking and moving their things from the warehouse Miria’s dad had built. Asterios had of course left there most of the things he could need at any time. That was the main purpose of the constructed storage. 
 
    Then, after finishing everything, all four of them sat down in the spacious guest room and rested rightfully. 
 
    “So…” Kindra began calmly. “Now that we settled down… Are you going to visit Teira next?” 
 
    Asterios could tell his mother was a bit anxious, so he moved to sit closer to her on the sofa and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “I will, but not right away. I planned to see if I can upgrade my equipment a little after we finished our dungeon dive, but things got pretty hectic right afterward. Now that we have some breathing space, I should see to it properly. I’m currently the weakest link in our party and I’m sure you’d feel much better knowing I’m paying attention to my own safety.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss Kindra! We will always protect Master with everything we have!” Miria joined in with a happy smile and Selene nodded respectfully. 
 
    “Fufufu~ You know you can call me Mom too, right?” Kindra answered with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    “Fueh?! Ermmmm… Ummmm… I…” 
 
    Miria had not expected such an attack and instantly turned all red and shy, dropping her gaze to her knees and beginning to knead her own tail in the front. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “That might have been a little too much, Mom.” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry. Your little mate is just too cute, fufufu~” 
 
    He sighed seeing Miria’s entire body tremble at Kindra’s words. Selene put her hand on Miria’s head and chuckled while ruffling her hair. 
 
    “What happened to becoming bolder, hm? If you keep being like this, I might steal him for myself, you know?” 
 
    She sent Asterios a wink and continued to tease the flustered panthergirl. To Ast’s surprise, Miria did not react as strongly as he expected her to. 
 
    “Anyway, since this little house is a present from my parents, I guess I should get something for you too or I couldn’t call myself your mom! I know an exceptionally good blacksmith who was my friend in the past. If they still remember me and still work here, I’m sure they would be willing to help us with a decent discount!” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “Merchant to the core, huh?” Kindra giggled. “We might as well. I’ll be relying on your advice before I get myself accustomed to this city, Mom.” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    The girls returned to their realm while Asterios and Kindra ate late dinner together and went to sleep. Miria was so embarrassed from their conversation that she didn’t even join Asterios for the night, spending it in her own bedroom at her home, as rarely as it happened. 
 
    The next morning, the mother and son duo left to find the aforementioned blacksmith, and Kindra was really glad the forge was still located in the place she had last seen it, clearly showing signs of still being active. 
 
    With a wide smile, she pushed the wooden door open and stormed inside. 
 
    “Imaaaaaaadiiiiiiiiiiillllllllllllllllllllll! I’m baaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaack!” 
 
    Asterios could only sigh and follow after her, taking a glance at the signboard before entering. Seeing a beautiful, feminine face from the side view on the background of a mighty tree, he wondered what kind of girl she was going to try and match him with this time. But the moment that he stepped deeper into the workshop, he froze at the unexpected sight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Reliving the Past 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing Ast’s eyes landed on was the figure of his mother hanging from the neck of a tall man who held both of his arms up to avoid accidentally hurting her with the blade he had been sharpening just recently. His face showed a tired expression as he glanced down at the woman, making it look like it wasn’t the first occurrence. 
 
    And that face was absolutely beautiful. The man was both handsome and pretty at the same time and Asterios quickly realized why. He was a High Elf. His kin boasted the most dazzling and charming appearances amongst all the other elf variants and the man was a prime example of his exquisite lineage. 
 
    Silky smooth, straight, blond hair covered his head, reaching down to the man’s shoulders. His elegant face was adorned with deep green eyes, shining like magnificent jewels.  
 
    Asterios could tell the elf in front of him was an experienced craftsman as the man’s body showed countless years of experience and meticulous physical labor, sculpting it into a fine figure, undoubtedly able to woo plenty of women with just its chiseled form. 
 
    Due to the quite big height difference between the two, the whole situation looked like an overenthusiastic kid latched onto their tall guardian’s neck as they nuzzled their face into their chest while giggling and swinging their legs, unable to reach the floor. 
 
    If not for the fact that Asterios knew his mother very well, fully aware that she wasn’t interested in getting any close to a man other than himself, he could easily assume there certainly had to be something going on between the two. 
 
    Kindra was an outgoing and social woman, but she had always avoided getting too personal with other men because, as she had once said to him, it was annoying having to deal with their advances when you weren't interested in the slightest, and without a clear rejection, they would keep at it while clutching to that little hope. Thus, she always firstly made herself known before getting closer to others, to avoid these misunderstandings and giving them that false hope. 
 
    So, considering the scene unfolding in front of him, Asterios knew the man must have been one of her loyal friends. That, or she had been acting like she was towards other men in the past because of this specific someone. But he shook his head. She would have told him about the man if that was so. 
 
    “Imaaaaaaaadiiiiiillllllll! Come on! Spin! Spin!” 
 
    The man sighed. “What are you doing? You are not a child anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that! I’m still like a newborn compared to you!” 
 
    “You are a human, not an elf. I believe you are now way past your infant stage, Kindra. Get off before you hurt yourself.” 
 
    All the time, Imadil’s face kept a calm and composed expression as he looked down at her hugging him tightly, even if his words might have seemed a little cold. It was obvious to Asterios that the elf was a considerate person, hiding behind the beautiful natural facade of his race. All High Elves looked emotionless to those who met their kind for the first time ever. 
 
    Grumbling like a disappointed kid at the rejection of her request, Kindra finally let go of the man and dropped to the ground. She walked with a cranky step back to where Asterios was standing without looking back and rested her forehead on Ast’s chest. 
 
    “Uncle Imadil doesn’t want to spoil me anymore…” she said in a disheartened tone. 
 
    Asterios chuckled internally, knowing very well she was just playing around. He hugged his mother and brushed through her hair with his fingers, seemingly improving her mood in an instant as she began nuzzling to him this time. 
 
    “Truly, you haven’t changed a bit during these nineteen years…” They both heard Imadil’s voice and Asterios saw him with his arms crossed over his chest while a soft smile painted the man’s face. “How can you even still act like this in front of your little boyfriend?” 
 
    Kindra instantly turned around. “He is not!” 
 
    “Oh, husband already? Congratulations. I’m a little pained you haven’t invited me to the wedding, though.” 
 
    “Hey! Stop assuming things before I explain them!” 
 
    Asterios saw the man's smile grow into a smirk for a moment before returning to an almost neutral expression, but it was enough to understand the meaning. Two could play this game.  
 
    As his mother kept trying to correct Imadil, he began walking towards them and stopped in front of the duo, extending his hand forward. 
 
    “It’s nice to finally meet you, Asterios. I’m Imadil Sver’tuyil. As you might have guessed already, an old friend of your mother.” 
 
    Asterios was a little surprised he knew of his identity, but he shook the man’s hand with a smile. “I’m Asterios Hestizo, Kindra’s adoptive son. I would like to say it’s also nice to finally meet you, but I’m afraid it’s the first time I’ve heard about you.” 
 
    Imadil raised one of his pretty, blond brows and glanced at Kindra. “Really? That’s surprising. Very surprising, considering how talkative she usually is. There was no single letter that I received that did not mention or praise you. And there were plenty.” 
 
    “Alright! That’s enough! Introductions are done! It’s time for business!” Kindra stepped between the two and interrupted them with a spin. “Are you busy?” 
 
    “Like it ever mattered to you if I was,” Imadil replied with a sigh. 
 
    She giggled and hugged Asterios from the side. “My son needs some new toys. He already grew out of the ones I’ve bought him. Perhaps something well-tailored to him. Paid upfront straight from the legendary vault of the Hestizos!” 
 
    “Wait. We’ve never decided on that,” Asterios butted in. 
 
    “Shush! It’s the mom’s responsibility to pay for her children's needs! Surely, you won’t be so heartless as to rob your cute mom out of this pleasure?” She stopped him by placing a finger on his lips and bringing out puppy eyes from her motherly arsenal. 
 
    He sighed, admitting defeat. All his arguments would end up with sweetened responses. Asterios had already realized she held Imadil close enough to tease him in front of the man without restraints. As much as she loved to do so, she had never done that with others present. She had only focused on making him look good as she tried to woo girls his way, like Ellie or Tina. 
 
    They locked gazes with Imadil for a second and Asterios could discern the knowing look in the man’s eyes. He was more than used to his mother’s antics. Asterios was getting increasingly curious about their past. Perhaps calling him Uncle Imadil was not done impulsively. 
 
    “Alright. I don’t have any pressing matters to tend to so I can see what can be done about this,” the man spoke while laying down his tools and taking off the gloves. 
 
    “Great! I love you so much, Imadil!” 
 
    Kindra again launched herself at him and hung down from the man’s neck. Imadil only shook his head and waved at Asterios to follow him further into the smithy, to another room, with his mother swinging to the sides as they walked. 
 
    They entered a spacious chamber with a plethora of weapon and armor racks, shelves, and boxes. There were also a few crafting and maintenance stations placed at various spots in the spacious room that was sizable enough to be called a warehouse. 
 
    Asterios scanned the surroundings with awe. Plenty of items were being highlighted, ranging from common-looking swords and bucklers to armaments giving almost mystical vibes with their design and aura. He could even sense various kinds of spiritual energy in the air coming from some of them. 
 
    “Take a good look around. This is most of the stuff I have on hand right now. All that’s left in the storage are simply basic tools and weapons, not worth any attention,” Imadil said to him after Kindra finally freed his neck again. 
 
    Asterios nodded and two crimson gates arose from the ground a moment later. Selene and Miria stepped into the room. 
 
    “See if anything catches your eye.” He patted Miria’s head and she skipped away to fulfill his command. “You too, even though you don’t really use weapons.” Selene nodded and followed her friend. 
 
    While Kindra and Imadil talked, the three of them went through everything that was visible and reachable. Asterios noticed how the elf seemed to follow him with his gaze each time he picked something up, paying close attention to his reactions. He was sure it wasn’t due to the lack of trust but because of Imadil’s attentiveness as a merchant and craftsman. 
 
    In the end, none of them found anything they fancied, and Asterios didn’t stumble on any weapon that felt right in his hand, even though there were plenty of amazing ones. He didn’t expect anything, but he was still surprised by how high-quality Imadil’s work was, amazed that his mother knew such a great blacksmith. 
 
    “Nothing, huh?” Imadil turned to them after Ast’s group joined him and Kindra. 
 
    “As expected from my son! He knows how to recognize a worthy product!” 
 
    “Are you insinuating that my weapons are trash?” 
 
    “I don’t know, are they?” Kindra showed him a playful grin. 
 
    The elf sighed. “You know you could have just said so if all you were aiming for was that. We would have saved plenty of time.” 
 
    “That?” Asterios directed his curious gaze at him. 
 
    “Imadil is not just some common blacksmith! He is a Spellsong!” Kindra puffed her chest proudly. 
 
    “Oh. The rare bloodline of elven craftsmen who are experts at weaving spiritual energy into their artifacts? Aren’t they basically royalty? As far as I know, they are very secretive about their techniques and identities. Not like other races can reproduce their magic anyway. Spellsmithing is an ancient branch of magic that originated from a contract between a deity-level spirit and the High Elf ancestor thousands of years ago. Not being related to him already crosses people out from being able to use it,” Asterios mused to himself. 
 
    “Looks like you weren’t just overpraising him all the time,” Imadil commented, making Kindra look even prouder than when she had revealed his true profession. “You are right about everything, so I’d like you to keep this a secret. I’m sure I can trust you considering Kindra, but…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They are my familiars. I trust them more than myself. If that’s not enough, I can ask them to make an oath on our contract. You should know summons can’t break it.” 
 
    Imadil’s eyes flashed briefly as he looked at Miria and Selene. Asterios felt him use mana.  
 
    “Interesting.”  
 
    He then moved his eyes onto him and flinched, almost stepping back. 
 
    “Imadil, are you alright?” Kindra quickly noticed the change. 
 
    “Is this…?” 
 
    Asterios nodded after seeing the man’s shocked expression. “Guess we are now even when it comes to secrets.” He was sure the elf had noticed his dual sources. 
 
    “Incredible… No wonder you didn’t feel a connection to any of the enchanted gear in this room… Your own spiritual energy can suppress everything here…” He carefully examined Ast’s body with his slightly glowing eyes. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what you are talking about,” Kindra joined in while glancing in between the two, “but I know very well how amazing Asti is! And that’s why I came to you!” 
 
    “Right. I’m getting interested in this. Say, young man, what kind of weapon or gear are you looking for?” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m used to knives and daggers, for obvious reasons, but I’ve practiced a bit with most bladed weapons. As you can imagine, I don’t really fight on the frontlines. I guess I was hoping to find something good both for self-defense and a bit of offense, if necessary, possibly with a short draw time.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I do have a few things in mind that could be of use to a Summoner, but… If you would be interested, I have a way to figure out what type of armament suits you perfectly, utilizing your strengths.” 
 
    “Oh! Are you going to use the orb? It’s been so long since I last saw it!” Kindra interjected. 
 
    “The orb?” 
 
    “It’s a mind-reading artifact working on a customized Mindscape Conjunction spell. Instead of letting the caster browse through and experience all the target’s memories, it picks out these related to combat experience and shows only them to protect the target’s privacy.” 
 
    “Such a crafty modification. Makes it easier to use on customers. Leave it to elven enchanters to come up with such a tweak.” Asterios didn’t hide his admiration. “I have nothing against it if it would help us” 
 
    Imadil nodded and began leading them towards a different door than the one they had entered through, just to have it open by itself when they were halfway there. 
 
    “Father, Mr. Gahan is waiting to receive his orde—umph!” 
 
    “Cynthiaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!" 
 
    A gorgeous High Elf woman stepped through it and was instantly smacked by Kindra who had jumped on her as she had previously done with Imadil. Cynthia was also a tall girl, around Ast’s height, and she had inherited her dazzling, waist-long golden hair from her father. Her eyes were ocean blue, most likely after her mother.  
 
    Just as Imadil, she was a perfect, unageing beauty, threatening to ensnare all men she crossed paths with, no matter if single or taken. When compared to humans, she would be somewhere in her mid-twenties. Even Asterios was a little stunned when she entered his sight, but he quickly composed himself after hearing Selene’s teasing chuckle from behind him. Looking back, he saw Miria in a full pout. He smiled and petted his cute partner’s ears. 
 
    “Cynthiaaaaa! You are back from your studies! I missed you so much!” Kindra began her reunion with another member of the Sver'tuyil family. 
 
    The girl chuckled softly. “I’ve returned over twelve years ago. It was you who was gone when I came back.” 
 
    “Ehehehe, sorry! I was kind of in a rush. Anyway! Your beauty is as unchanging as ever! Say, is your status too? If so, then there’s someone—OW!” 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough.” 
 
    Asterios quickly walked to the two and chopped Kindra on the head, not giving his mother a chance to continue. He pried her off Cynthia and held her down with his hands on her shoulders. She began ostentatiously pouting at him. 
 
    “I’m Asterios. I apologize for her. My mother is a little bit too playful towards other girls when in my presence. And I’m pretty sure not only then.” 
 
    Cynthia glanced at him with a gentle smile. “Trust me, I know. She was a chubby bundle of energy even at the age of six. Looks like you still haven’t changed in the slightest. Well, maybe besides your figure.” 
 
    “AAAAAAAAAAH! DON’T TELL HIM THAT!” 
 
    She kept smiling as Kindra began hitting her ample chest, acting like she was angry. Cynthia noticed Ast’s uneasy expression. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Ah, not really. I just feel a little bad for thinking you were younger than her. It’s quite offensive to assume a woman’s age, even more, when it comes to elves. Sorry.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t known better, I would be sure you are her flesh and blood from how courteously you handle yourself.” She smiled beautifully. “Don’t mind it. Only the most uptight pricks get triggered by such things. Even our own kind dislikes them. I’m one-hundred-and-twelve by the way. Dad is two-hundred-thirty-seven.” 
 
    “Still, I shouldn’t have. Especially not after spending all of my life with a mother that still looks barely legal.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m right here! And I’m perfectly legal!” 
 
    Asterios and Cynthia chuckled together after looking at the shorter woman holding her hands on her hips. 
 
    “It’s all in the past. Besides, I’m used to it. After turning thirteen, she kept dragging men into Father’s workshop just so they could meet me, seemingly helping me find a good boyfriend. You have no idea how often they mistook me for being even younger than them.” 
 
    Asterios raised his brow at her. “So, you are telling me I’m not the first one who has to deal with her schemes?” 
 
    Cynthia smirked. “You wish.” 
 
    They laughed again while Kindra kept playfully fuming at them. Then, Imadil left to see the customer Cynthia had mentioned while she led them to another room. She got curious about Selene and Miria, so Asterios introduced them, and they quickly found common interests.  
 
    While waiting for her father, she shared some stories with the lore-hungry panthergirl and discussed a few bits about spiritual energy with Selene and Asterios.  
 
    Kindra was being Kindra, trying to joke around and tease them, but that was only until Cynthia threatened to recount to Asterios her whole childhood from birth to the day they had last seen each other, effectively shutting his mother down. 
 
    Finally, Imadil came back and brought a wooden box with him. He pulled out a head-sized, pure black crystal ball from it, placing it in the middle of the table they all were sitting by. 
 
    “Put your hands on it. Preferably, don’t fight back. Since you are a Summoner, you should be accustomed to mental probing,” he instructed. 
 
    Asterios did as he was told and placed his palms on the orb. Imadil followed soon after him from the opposite side. The elf closed his eyes and began muttering some words. Asterios recognized Ancient Elvish but didn’t try to pry further, purely out of respect. 
 
    A moment later, his eyelids gradually fell by themselves, and he entered a dream-like state. Floating in darkness, he sensed another consciousness reaching out to him and he lowered his mental defenses. Imadil’s spiritual avatar appeared in front of him, in the form of a fluttering, golden silhouette. 
 
    ~Good. You have a very calm and collected mind. This will be easy then. If I go too far, feel free to force me out. I somehow feel like it would be a piece of cake to you.~ 
 
    After that, Ast’s consciousness was pulled somewhere, and he opened his eyes to see a familiar scene. He stood in front of the bandit woman, seconds before throwing up the stone that blinded them. The memories began playing and he went through the whole fight again, just like he was there for the second time, feeling everything that he had felt back then. 
 
    One after another, his consciousness revisited all the bouts and fights he had experienced in the past. Soon, he reached the one back in the cave. Reliving those moments again, especially the fight against the Bloodfang, allowed him to gain more insight into his own abilities and way of fighting. He began understanding himself better. 
 
    Then, even after reaching to the past before he had summoned Miria, the memories continued to flow. There hadn't been many occasions to fight before that point, so it was mostly him practicing and training. That was until his eyes opened to a familiar alleyway back in Rosewind and his perspective was much, much shorter. 
 
    Everything froze a second after the memory started playing when Asterios realized what it was about. In his younger version, he had just finished walking into an alley and a man holding his mother by the throat entered his sight. 
 
    Imadil sensed his distress and began withdrawing them from the scene, but something grasped his spiritual consciousness and forced him to stay, surprising him greatly. He had experienced being pushed back by angry customers, but no one should have been able to hold him from leaving. He was the one in control of the artifact. Or was he? 
 
    ~Play it. From start to finish.~ 
 
    Ast’s voice boomed in their joined minds, making Imadil shiver from the coldness. He had no say in this. Something pressured him into following the request and the scene began moving. He found himself unable to control it any different than how Asterios wanted it to go. 
 
    Asterios in turn, focused his all on perceiving as many details as possible while being led by his younger self’s body. His memory of this moment had been very vague and cloudy. This was a great chance to understand it better. 
 
    A surge of fear from back then filled his mind. He hadn't remembered being so scared. But it wasn’t fear of getting hurt. It was an extreme fear of something bad happening to your only loved one. 
 
    Suddenly, pain struck his heart, and he clutched his young chest. He felt like something cracked inside him. It was familiar to the feeling of something breaking when he had summoned Miria but way fainter and less noticeable. 
 
    Instantly, unexplained rage filled his small body, reaching his very mind. All the fear was pushed back to the corner of his consciousness. When he saw his mother getting slapped and pressed harder against the wall, pure anger exploded in his heart and mind, slowing down time. 
 
    Step by step, he walked towards them. It felt like an eternity. Each passing second, his mind was filled with ideas on how to kill the assailant. His already rational mind fought against the irrational, bestial urge to gut the man piece by piece until he died from pain and agony. 
 
    Fortunately, the calmer one won when he reached them. He looked up at the man, who still hadn’t noticed him. 
 
    “Don’t you dare hurt my mother, scum.” 
 
    A moment later, the thug threw himself at Asterios, but it felt like minutes before he even had to begin reacting. Then, after dodging the attack and stealing the man's weapon, move by move, Asterios precisely cut him in the areas he wanted and finished the man with a clear stab in the throat. 
 
    Afterward, he looked up at the concerned face of his mother and all these emotions seemed to slowly dissipate back into the depths of his body. He lost consciousness after everything turned back to normal. But, before that, the current Asterios clearly noticed one of his irises being red in the reflection of his mother’s eyes. 
 
    ~Again.~ 
 
    Just as Imadil was beginning to slip away, a heavy force pulled him back to the scene which had just restarted to its beginning. He had to watch it three more times, with stops this time. He could feel Ast’s agitation but also knew he was incredibly focused on perceiving something. 
 
    After these three times, they finally headed back to the real world. 
 
    “—er. Father!” 
 
    “—ster. Master! Master!” 
 
    When Asterios opened his eyes, he was greeted by the sight of Cynthia gently shaking Imadil, whose whole face was completely dripping with sweat. Her beautiful, fair skin turned almost completely pale.  
 
    On his side though, Miria, Selene, and Kindra were all over him, doing the same. Expecting his own face to be all wet too, he swiped it down, but surprisingly, there was barely any trace of sweat on his palm. 
 
    “I’m alright, I’m alright, stop shouting... What happened?” he asked, trying to calm down the three and observing Imadil waking up too. 
 
    “Your hair suddenly turned white after five minutes and Mr. Imadil began sweating profusely and groaning! Did he try to do something to you?” Miria explained with a heavily concerned expression. He could feel slight hostility towards the man from her. 
 
    “Stop. I’m fine. It was not him.”  
 
    She finally calmed down after Asterios stared her deeply into the eyes with his crimson irises. She rubbed her cheek against his and backed away as he turned to face the man.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Yeah… I’m okay… Give me a second…” Imadil faintly raised his hand. “I’ve never heard about anyone forcibly taking over this artifact and holding the caster hostage though… You are just full of surprises...” 
 
    All the gazes moved to Asterios. He wasn’t sure what to say. “I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s good. I’m aware it wasn’t intentional. I must apologize too. For seeing… that. I could feel… how strongly it affected you when we got there.” 
 
    “Father, what happened?” Cynthia finally butted in, worried about him. 
 
    “Well, my dear daughter, do you remember Lady Rohanna’s training?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Multiply that ten times and throw in Lord Chancellor’s spiritual pressure.” 
 
    Cynthia’s eyes went wide and shot towards Asterios. He could only stare back at her, not understanding the comparison only the pair of elves was familiar with. 
 
    “Anyway, rest assured. I will keep everything to myself.” He nodded at Asterios. “Now then, Cynthia, could you bring XEP-164 from the third vault, thirteenth column, fourth row, emerald safe?” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I’m fine. You can grab me a glass of water on your way back. Do you remember the password?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Giving him one more glance, she left in a hurry. The time before she returned was spent on Asterios and Imadil back and forth apologizing and asking about each other’s state. Ast’s hair and eyes turned back to normal after a moment, making Imadil even more curious about his power, but he knew he should bring that up when they were alone. 
 
    Cynthia came back with a wrapped bundle of dark green cloth, around a forearm’s size. She passed it to her father and sat down by his side. Asterios and Selene could feel a faint trace of spiritual energy from inside, the kinetic type, which she was very familiar with. 
 
    Imadil unwrapped the material after taking the orb away, revealing its contents to everyone. 
 
    “What’s this?” Asterios asked, a little confused. 
 
    The man put his hands together under his chin and smiled at the boy. 
 
    “Its name is Poison Fang.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
A Spellsong’s Legacy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In front of their eyes, on top of the unwrapped material, lay something akin to a leather bracer of a dark brown color. It was long enough to almost cover the whole forearm of an average adult, and surprisingly, the wrist part didn’t end in a hole but extended further in the form of a thin, fingerless glove of the same shade. It was a very unusual design for many reasons, mostly safety. 
 
    “Go on, check it out,” Imadil encouraged Asterios with a confident smile. 
 
    Asterios slowly reached for the weird gauntlet-like creation and picked it up. It was a bit heavier than he expected a leather forearm protector to be and there definitely had to be a reason behind that. If Imadil truly was a great blacksmith as Kindra had implied, he would definitely know how to reduce the weight of his equipment without losing the quality and the intended effect. 
 
    The layer of protection was thick and almost solid on the upper part, but it didn’t feel like the volume of the leather, no matter how much of it had been used, was enough to guarantee its weight. The whole thing was slim enough to fit under most of the sleeves unless the owner wore something tight. 
 
    Curious about the item, Asterios glanced at Imadil again and the elf nodded at him. Getting the approval of the creator, he took off the glove on his left hand and slipped his arm into the weird gauntlet, using three belts underneath to fasten it properly to his limb. Turning and shaking it a little, he confirmed that it felt like a perfect fit and the weight wasn’t too hindering. 
 
    When Asterios began glancing from above at the armguard while repeatedly squeezing his hand into a fist to check the glove joints, someone suddenly slammed his hand flat onto the table, which surprised everyone in the room except for Imadil and Cynthia. 
 
    Asterios looked up to see that the person holding his wrist was the elf himself with a bit strained smile on his face. 
 
    “It would be better for you not to stare at your fist while doing that motion,” Imadil then informed him. 
 
    “And why is that?” Miria asked before he did so, sensing a story behind the artifact. 
 
    Imadil brought Ast’s arm up into the air again and straightened it, pointing it a little bit to the side from his own position. 
 
    “Bend your pinky and ring fingers into your palm and leave your middle and pointer fingers extended forward.” 
 
    Asterios followed his instructions and did as the man said. He felt like he met a tiny bit of resistance when doing so, but he ignored that sensation as it could have very well been just him not being accustomed to the material of his new glove. 
 
    “Use your two bottom fingers to feel the spot inside your palm. Do you sense a slight, hard indent in there?” After a second of roaming his fingertips over the surface, he nodded. “Press it in.” 
 
    As the hard, hidden point relented under his fingertip, he felt a little tug in his whole hand, and his forearm was pushed back ever so slightly.  
 
    *TINK* 
 
    “Woahhhhhh!” 
 
    A faint sound of something metallic hitting a different material somewhere in front of him reached his ears and Miria gasped in surprise before he could even register what had just happened. 
 
    The very enthusiastic panthergirl stood up and quickly paced to where Ast’s fingers were pointing. Imadil lowered Ast’s arm and unbent his fingers while he watched his partner pull something out of the wall with a bit of effort and run back to him. 
 
    “Look at this, Master! It’s a needle! And it sank almost halfway into that stone wall!” 
 
    She passed the item to him and stared at Asterios with a gleaming expression. It truly was a needle, or rather, a needle-like projectile. The piece of metal was around a middle finger’s length, and while being very thin, it was thick enough to almost hold it comfortably in his hand to stab someone. 
 
    “So, this thing can launch needles with correct finger movements?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Yes, up to three before needing to reload. And it’s not only with hand motions, but we’ll get to that in time.” 
 
    Asterios pointed his hand towards the same spot on the wall and pressed the bump again, two times in quick succession. Two more needles shot out of the armguard and lodged themselves in the stone. It looked like the thing was capable of quick firing. Miria happily brought the projectiles back to them. 
 
    “I can admit, it’s a clever idea to hide such a mechanism in a bracer, but what now?” 
 
    “Place your hand on the top of the protector, press it down, then pull it to yourself after you feel the lock getting released. You can figure out the rest yourself.” 
 
    He again did as the blacksmith said and pushed the top of his bracer. After applying a bit of pressure onto it, he felt something click inside it and it allowed him to pull the top part back, then a little up, and then to the front again. When it reached its default position but a little bit higher than before, the top part sprung up slightly, like a lid of a chest. Asterios pulled on it and revealed the hidden insides of the unusual arm guard. 
 
    “That’s so cool!”  
 
    Miria couldn’t help but voice out her amazement. Even Selene seemed to be drawn into the secret belly of the contraption she had never come across before. 
 
    There were two main things Asterios noticed after he had lifted the lid which served as the top of the bracer. On the bottom part of that lid, he found sleeves holding around twenty-four more of the needles he had shot out before, in two rows of twelve, each one in its own sleeve. It didn’t only serve as a storage for the projectiles but their position parallel to and along it could work as another layer of protection if the main part of reinforced leather above it failed to stop an attack. 
 
    Then, there was the main part—the whole structure wrapped around his forearm. The first thing that caught Ast’s eyes was a flat, oval glass container embedded into the surface of the leather. It had three compartments, each closed off with a cork made of a flexible material near its back section. 
 
    The next visible thing was three holes in the front side of the bracer. They looked like hidden tubes with just the diagonally cut tips sticking out and he knew it was where the needles had previously been launched from. 
 
    Between the flat, glass vial in the back and the pipes’ ends in the front, there seemed to be nothing conspicuous, but Asterios knew this piece of gear held more secrets than he could figure out just from a glance. 
 
    Imadil noticed his wandering gaze and spoke up again. “Clench your hand into a fist and bend it downwards.” 
 
    After doing as he was told, three metal rails showed themselves up from under the leather material, lifting their rear ends near the back of the bracer just before the place where the vial was located. Only now did Asterios notice three shallow cuts spanning over the entire length of the unoccupied area, hiding part of the reloading mechanism. 
 
    Without needing to be told what to do, he slid the three needles Miria had brought back into the rails and lifted his fist to make them dive into their proper place. Asterios aimed his fingers at the wall and tried to launch the projectiles again while observing the bracer from inside, but nothing happened. 
 
    Imadil chuckled. “Hold your horses, boy. It is an amazing piece of gear, but it’s not as amazing as to draw the shooting mechanism back by itself. Now, can you figure it out by yourself too?” 
 
    Asterios accepted the challenge and began examining the armguard again, checking it out from all the angles and looking for a piece of string or hook which could be used to pull back the mechanism. From shooting three times, he was sure it was based on springs, so they needed to be somehow drawn back. 
 
    Finally, after a brief moment, he noticed one more cut along the flat area of the material. It seemed slightly wider and was found near the edge of the bracer.  
 
    He inserted his finger into it and felt a thin metal rod inside. Sliding more fingers in, Asterios tried to pull it up. As he expected, the slim bar was lifted like a lever and something clicked faintly under the leather after he had managed to pull it all the way to the opposite side, hiding it into the cut again after it lost all its resistance. 
 
    “Good. I guess I should start explaining a thing or two now. You should have the main mechanism figured out already. It’s a spring-based needle launcher that can shoot quite deadly projectiles. You must be curious what the glass vial is for, right? To put it simply, poison. Near the end of the tubes through which the needles fly out, there are small gates with specially crafted rubber sponges, and they are obviously connected to the container. With a proper finger placement, you can make them rub over the projectiles during the launch.” 
 
    Imadil then showed Asterios the correct motion, which was in the form of just his pinky finger bent into the palm and pressing another solid plate in the glove’s material. Each time he did so, he felt something switch under the leather, applying and drawing back the mentioned sponges. The switch had four positions. 
 
    “As for how this stuff even works, since I see that you and your adorable familiar are very much captivated by this artifact, inside the glove part, there are thin wires made of metal sensitive to spiritual energy running back into the main part of the bracer. You can either operate the whole thing with fingers and wrist as I showed you, or you can exert control over it with your spiritual energy, but that needs a little bit of practice. And unfortunately, you must reload manually. But, since the whole thing is designed with mana in mind, even the launching mechanism can be boosted by it as the springs are of a similar metal. The more spiritual energy they absorb, the harder they go off. Simple, right?” 
 
    Asterios nodded while Miria was basically sparkling. Selene and Kindra were listening attentively too while Cynthia had a smug smile on her face, even a prouder one than her father. It seemed obvious who had played a bigger part in the creation of this piece. 
 
    “So, I see how amazing it is, but… doesn’t it seem like a quite high-level assassination weapon?” Asterios pointed out with a wry smile. 
 
    “It’s just a tool. The usage depends on the wearer. And I’m pretty sure it fits very well with your means of fighting,” Imadil replied. 
 
    The elf was right as Asterios had many different poisons, venoms, and concoctions he could utilize with this kind of hidden weapon. And the strength of the launcher was formidable, even without being supplied with spiritual energy. 
 
    “Hmmm… It would definitely be of huge help, but I honestly was looking more for something bladed as I usually have a ceremonial knife and a dagger on me.” 
 
    “Bend your middle and ring fingers this time,” Cynthia decided to join, at last, confirming her involvement. 
 
    *SHIING* 
 
    Miria jumped a little, startled by the sudden appearance of a blade hovering over Ast’s knuckles. It sprung forward from below the three holes of the launcher, in the form of a double-edged bayonet. The length wasn’t impressive, but it was enough to stick out further than his fist. The metal used in its creation had an ominous, black color. 
 
    “It can have poison applied too, but besides that, the base is from one of the most durable metals we had on hand, and that’s quite a lot in terms of toughness. The whole skeleton should be able to withstand countering a shortsword, and perhaps a longsword too, but I would advise against trying to block greatswords with this dagger,” the woman continued. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Poison, needles, and now a hidden blade. It truly seems that I’ve missed my calling according to that artifact of yours, Mr. Imadil.” 
 
    The man laughed too. “What can I say? You yourself can feel how right it fits around your arm, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, you are. And I’m certainly going to get this thing if you two aren’t showing it to me just to boast.” 
 
    “And I’ll pay!” Kindra butted in with a big grin. 
 
    Asterios sighed and glanced at her. “Mom…” 
 
    “No buts! Did you know that your mom regularly received pocket money in the past? It looks like Father kept it up even while I was gone! I have twenty years' worth of savings to splurge on my amazing son! And that doesn’t even include my share of the family’s treasure!” 
 
    He sighed again and heard Selene and Miria chuckle. All of them knew there was no arguing back. 
 
    “I believe you should accept that kindness, my Lord,” the fox lady spoke with her usual mischievous smile. 
 
    “Exactly!” Kindra supported her instantly. “Now that I don’t have to worry about every single coin again, I can finally begin catching up on all the spoiling you missed in Rosewind!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I was already being spoiled like a prince back then.” 
 
    “Shush! If you don’t want to listen to your mother, listen to your girlfriend! She seems to be the smarter one in this relationship!” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and turned to Selene with an apologetic smile. He expected to see her tease him like always, but surprisingly, she only smiled warmly back at him. Looking at Miria, who should be all pouty after Kindra’s comment, he saw her staring at him with excitement in her eyes.  
 
    Something was definitely up. 
 
    He decided to leave it for later and end this embarrassing show in front of the two elves. “Do whatever you like. Anyway, moving on, I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “Hm?” Imadil raised one of his brows. 
 
    “Say, since you are a Spellsong, are you perhaps able to craft Spellslingers?” 
 
    Silence filled the room for a moment and Imadil exchanged glances with his daughter. 
 
    “It seems you are even more knowledgeable than we assumed. It’s not common to link Spellsongs with Spellslingers, ignoring the similar naming style.” 
 
    “It’s not much. I’m just someone who dabbled in runes, had access to a quite decent chunk of information and history, and has a quite peculiar researcher friend. I know a thing or two about Spellslingers, but mostly the basic principles.” 
 
    “What are Spellslingers?” Miria asked curiously. 
 
    “In short, Spellslinger is a category of weapons, usually an enchanted sword,” Cynthia took it on herself to explain. “Without divulging too many secrets behind its creation, which is solely exclusive to Spellsongs as the techniques and teachings are passed down with the lineage, I can say it’s like these magical swords that can shoot blades of wind or burn in hot flames. But Spellslingers aren’t limited to just one ability thanks to the way they are.” 
 
    Imadil nodded after she finished and returned his gaze to Asterios. “From the fact that you asked, I get that you are looking for one?” 
 
    “Where to best look if not at the smithy of a Spellsong? Yes, I’m interested in them.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Imadil seemed to ponder over something and then turned to his daughter. “Cynthia?” The elf girl left the room and he refocused on the boy. “I’m curious, how much do you know?” 
 
    “More than you’d like me to openly share, but not enough for it to be used as a threat if I wanted to look for the direct rivals of Spellsongs. And as far as I’m aware, no one besides your people should be able to craft the real thing. But I have no plans on sharing any of this with anyone I don’t trust with my life. It works much better to keep it to myself.” 
 
    Imadil chuckled. “They say you should fear the man with knowledge, not with the sword, and I might finally understand that saying.” 
 
    Cynthia returned while they were talking. This time, she brought a scabbard with a longsword in it. It looked plain, but Asterios knew from the very first glance that it wasn’t a simple thing. The elves understood that he noticed. 
 
    She handed the weapon to Asterios after he stood up. Without further ado, he unsheathed it with a quiet shiiing. Both the blade and the pommel were nothing special, besides the fact that the sword was a little bit thicker than usual. Asterios flipped it over and smiled to himself, finding exactly what he expected to see. 
 
    On the other side, the central part of the blade had a circle carved in the metal, just by the handguard. It didn’t run deep, but the hole reached somewhere near the core of the blade. Asterios could see the complex runic patterns inscribed inside and along the entire length of the sword. 
 
    “Here. It’s the real deal.” Cynthia suddenly threw something at him. 
 
    Asterios caught a token-shaped piece of wood and recognized the purplish sigil on it. Without needing to be guided, he slotted the flat badge into the recess. It fit perfectly.  
 
    In the next moment, after he fed the sword his spiritual energy through the circuits hidden under the handle, the blade began to shimmer and sparkle with purple streaks of lightning running up and down its edge. 
 
    “It’s as you said, the real deal,” he repeated Cynthia’s words after examining the sword all around. 
 
    “While the weapon itself doesn’t cost a fortune, are you sure you want a Spellslinger?” Imadil asked. 
 
    “I know very well that maintenance is the bane of these things. Runic Chips are single-use consumables that turn into dust after firing the stored spell once, twice at best. It costs a small fortune to resupply them.” 
 
    “Then why—” 
 
    Asterios brought out two things from one of his pouches, and using his thumb, he flicked one towards Cynthia and Imadil. They caught a piece of carved crystal each, in the shape of a circle with multiple lines inside which they instantly recognized as a sigil. 
 
    “Seismic Shock and Lightning Field... Looking at these, I can see how skilled the carver is, and the enchanter did a decent job too. But, even if you have someone willing to try and craft such crystals to fit in the sword, it doesn’t change the fact that it’s still a money sink.” 
 
    “You are only half-right. I carved them myself.” 
 
    “You did?” Cynthia didn’t hide her surprise. “The details and technique are at an amazing level… Someone must have practiced a lot to get there.” 
 
    “Eight years, more or less. Moving my hands while focused always had a calming effect on me.” 
 
    The duo of elves was visibly amazed and Imadil seemed to look at Asterios a little bit differently after this revelation. It wasn’t now that surprising that the boy knew a thing or two about Spellslingers as they operated on runic inscriptions for the most part. 
 
    “So, with this, you only need the services of an enchanter… It truly looks like using a Spellslinger wouldn’t be a complete waste of money in your case. And I can tell from these carved sigils that you have a good understanding of magic and spiritual energy itself,” Imadil said while passing his crystal to Cynthia. 
 
    Asterios smiled at him. “Would you be willing to sell it to me then? It might not be a perfect fit, and I can tell that much after swinging it a few times, but it’s a very good artifact.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but with all the respect I have for you and your mother, I can’t sell you that failure.” 
 
    “F-Failure?!” Cynthia suddenly raised her voice. 
 
    “Try that other energy of yours.” 
 
    Prompted by Imadil, Asterios reached towards his second source and drew on the scorching hot mana. His appearance obviously changed in response, and he started sending the spiritual energy into the slotted token. The intensity of the lightning increased exponentially, and he was impressed by its power. 
 
    Then, the sword suddenly began vibrating, shaking more, until the Runic Chip exploded.  
 
    Asterios flinched and dropped the weapon onto the ground. To his surprise, it was not only the wooden badge that had detonated, but the sword’s blade had broken in the spot where the slot was, and the circuits running along it looked fried too. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhh!” Cynthia’s cry reached his ears as she ran to him and kneeled over the weapon. “My masterpiece!” 
 
    “Uhhh… I…” 
 
    “Masterpiece? That piece of garbage? Your mother would have disowned you if she heard that.” Imadil sighed. 
 
    “What kind of a Spellslinger would be able to withstand the spiritual energy thrice the magnitude of an archmage! This is not the Era of Dawn, Father! People don’t walk around with a sword capable of erasing half of Tyrienheim with a swing by their waists anymore! They rely on their own magic and skills now!” 
 
    “Oh, how the quality of Spellslingers fell over the ages… Our ancestors must be so disappointed…” 
 
    “Ugh… Yours and Mother’s obsession with the past… Just adapt to the current era already. You weren’t even alive during the Draconic Conquests.” 
 
    “Cynthia, all of us swore to carry out the traditional craft in case the real Spellslingers would become needed again. You and I know that this half-assed sword can’t be called one. It’s fine to limit the weapon to match the common user, but you should have already realized Asterios isn’t the usual, random thug looking for a quick boost in power.” 
 
    “I know! I know… It still hurts seeing it snap like a twig…” 
 
    She stood up with a heavy sigh and placed the two pieces of the weapon on the table. 
 
    “Ummm… I’m sorry about that…” Asterios finally managed to break into their exchange. 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s as Father says. This sword is a failure, my very first attempt at crafting a Spellslinger.” She shook her head and smiled at him faintly. “Do you still want one? Or did the little show change your mind?” 
 
    “Well, I’m quite used to working with mana-sensitive things, so it should be fine as long as I know its limits.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll make you one then. I already have an idea in mind. That is, if you don’t mind my father sharing what he learned from your mind.” 
 
    “It’s fine with me.” 
 
    “Alright. Father?” 
 
    “A week. Two at best. I’ll oversee your work this time. My little daughter is finally going to create a real Spellslinger. I can’t miss that.” 
 
    Cynthia rolled her eyes. “You heard him. You’ll get the weapon in up to two weeks.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “I should be back from my trip by then. Paid upfront?” 
 
    “No need,” Imadil butted in. “It’s our family’s policy to not accept payment until we create the best product. Don’t worry, we won’t make you broke. It would be hard with Hestizos behind you anyway.” 
 
    "Then, one more thing. Can I do the same thing to this bracer that I did to my gloves?" Asterios asked and passed his left glove to Cynthia. 
 
    "Hmmm... How curious... I'm starting to doubt that you don't know how to make Spellslingers. This is very, very close to their principle but used to store activated spells. Yes, there should be no problems with the material." 
 
    Asterios then shook hands with Cynthia and her father and they sat down by the table again to discuss the Poison Fang more with him. Afterward, Miria and Selene returned to their realm, and he left the smithy with his mother. 
 
    They strolled together through the city while Asterios stocked up on consumables and materials. Kindra was happy to lead him around and she also took this chance to check on some of her old friends and contacts. It should be obvious that her main goal was to boast about him.  
 
    When he got everything he could think of, he left his mother in the hands of a nice, older woman who ran an apothecary and continued to explore Tyrienheim with Selene and Miria by his side. 
 
    “So, do you think we are ready to go visit your birthplace now, Master?” Miria asked while nibbling on a piece of waffle Asterios had bought for her. 
 
    “No. We are still lacking one more thing.” 
 
    “Which is?” Selene wondered. 
 
    “Someone specializing in reconnaissance.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
A Peculiar Advisor 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Ast’s reply, Miria and Selene slowed down a little and exchanged glances behind his back, giving a knowing smile to each other.  
 
    ~You need to step forward, Selene, or Master is going to summon another girl before you get to be his second mate.~ 
 
    ~I obviously know that.~ 
 
    ~Then why haven’t you made your move yet? I already said I’d be happy with you joining us. It’s not like you to be this reserved. You were always so flirty with Master.~ 
 
    ~That’s different. I wasn’t like that to seduce him. It was just for fun because that’s how I am. But now that I actually want to get closer to him… I’m starting to have doubts...~ 
 
    ~I know it’s weird coming from me specifically, and it’s pretty much me repeating your words, but just be open with it. Master likes you too and you know it. He already helped you out so much. Just let him pet your ears or something and then tell him.~ 
 
    Selene shook her head internally. ~You and your headpats addiction…~ 
 
    ~Ehehehe… Then... Your tail? Or you can ask him for more help with your external circuits. Didn’t you feel good when he touched them?~ 
 
    A shiver passed through Selene’s body when she remembered all the exercise sessions with Asterios and how pleasant his fingers had felt on her skin, even more than when he had brushed with them through her fur and tail. It was a truly addicting sensation. 
 
    ~I bet Master wouldn’t stop you if you two were alone this time. This is your best chance.~ 
 
    ~Shut it. We don’t even know if another one will be joining us.~ 
 
    Miria then smiled at her again and caught up to Ast’s side, grabbing and hugging his arm while a slight blush crept onto her face as she wasn’t yet completely used to showing her affection in the public without feeling embarrassed. 
 
    “How are we going to recruit that someone, Master? Are you planning to ask Mr. Roalt for help? Or some other adventurer?” 
 
    He glanced at her and brushed through her hair with his free hand, evoking an even bigger smile on Miria’s lips. 
 
    “I thought about that, but I think it’s time we have another try at summoning. Honestly, there’s nothing stopping us from just repeating the rituals constantly until we build up a decent team besides the materials and catalysts—and my capabilities, of course—and we have access to some funds now. I also want to conduct more tests on it.” 
 
    “It’s too bad your researcher friend was left behind in Rosewind, my Lord. I’m sure she would be thrilled to observe your attempts,” Selene added. 
 
    “Perhaps, but it’s not like I’m planning to do exactly as I said. I’d rather take it a bit slower and spend some time with each summon to learn more about them and their abilities before calling another. Unless it will be necessary, of course. And, in critical situations, I can safely use Evanescent Summoning as we have learned not so long ago.” 
 
    “So, you are going to summon a girl who’s good with reconnaissance now, right?” Miria inquired. 
 
    Asterios showed an awkward smile. “I certainly won’t be aiming specifically for a girl. It might be hard to believe, but I never did. Well, they say once an accident, two times a coincidence, and three times a pattern, so my scholarly side is very eager to try again. Maybe it is true that I can summon only girls via normal means now.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly from his side. “That would certainly be a hilarious limitation. And a very beneficial one for the Summoner’s Harem.” 
 
    Miria giggled and Asterios rolled his eyes. “Oh, please, that’s definitely not ending up as the name of our party.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    Selene moved closer to him from the other side and grabbed Ast’s arm in a similar fashion as Miria, hugging it to her chest. Both of his sides were now occupied by softly smiling girls keeping his arms in their bosoms, attracting even more gazes than before, mostly from men. 
 
    “Isn’t it a proof of status and power when a man is surrounded by beautiful women and highly sought after?” she continued while glancing into his eyes with a tinge of mischievousness present in hers. “Or are you perhaps displeased with the idea of embracing another while having Miria?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m sure you know very well that’s not it as she was the one to even encourage me not to reject others. I have nothing against polygamy if all sides are happy and fine with it too. I am more concerned about the general image of you two and other girls in the party if we—” 
 
    *Smooch* 
 
    Asterios suddenly felt a warm peck on his left cheek as he was explaining his stance and quickly glanced that way, stopping in his tracks. He saw Selene giggle teasingly while locking her eyes with him. 
 
    Before he could say anything, something poked his cheek from the right and he turned his face to that side, just to have his lips pecked this time when he finished rotating his neck. Miria quickly hid her red face in his shoulder afterward, avoiding any eye contact. 
 
    If that wasn’t enough, he heard someone click their tongue somewhere in the vicinity and Asterios noticed quite a few clearly jealous and envious stares. He quickly started walking again with a faster pace to lead them somewhere less hostile, with a teasing fox and a bashful panther still clinging to his sides, slightly flustered himself. 
 
    When they passed a few intersections and took some turns, the girls released his arms and started acting as if nothing had happened. Well, at least they tried to as Selene’s tail was still betraying the rest of her body with how enchantingly it danced behind her back and Miria kept her eyes glued to the ground with a heavy blush covering her cheeks, barely being able to walk straight. 
 
    He decided not to pry further into their sudden actions, although noting the slightly unusual behavior, especially from Selene. While she had teased him a lot, she hadn't crossed the line of direct physical contact yet, besides the time when she had been heavily aroused due to his help, and she seemed happy with what she just had done. 
 
    They sat on a bench in a small park to wait for Miria to cool down a little and discussed the summoning they were going to conduct soon. Asterios explained that he would rather leave the premises of the city and do it somewhere hidden than use one of the specially prepared rooms the Summoner’s Guild rented out for summoning. Its branch was certainly present in such a huge town as Tyrienheim. 
 
    The reasons for that were obvious—he didn’t want to disclose too much information, and the service offered by the guild was obviously monitored. Additionally, with how unpredictable his summoning was, Asterios didn’t want to risk something going wrong in the middle of a city. The girls naturally agreed with his reasoning. 
 
    With Miria back to her usual self, which was only slightly blushing instead of furiously steaming from embarrassment, they headed towards the Adventurer’s Guild to do three things—register with an advisor, ask about a nice clearing outside of the town, and see if there was any information on Teira. 
 
    They reached the grand, wooden building without any issues. It seemed that most of these were kept in a similar fashion even when almost all neighboring houses and shops had stone or other mineral facades. It certainly created an interesting vibe with how unique the place looked. 
 
    The inside was as noisy as they remembered it from when they had come here to report their arrival and completion of the escort mission. This time, though, pretty much all receptionists were extremely busy. All besides one, whose queue was nonexistent. 
 
    The lone receptionist looked to be a cute girl of short stature. Even from afar, it was obvious she must have been standing on some kind of a platform or a stool. Noticing her short but sharp ears, Asterios recognized her as a dwarf. A peculiar one at that. Most subraces were quite burly, but this one was clearly slim and thin. 
 
    She had unusual, dark emerald hair, woven into two thick and short braids hanging over her shoulders and falling onto her chest. The girl's eyes were in a similar hue, and she had a charming, almost adorable face. Asterios wouldn’t go as far as to call it childish, but the girl certainly fit in the cute and sweet category. Which again, wasn’t anything common for dwarven women. It was even harder to judge her age now. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this, my Lord.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Well… You don’t know until you try, right?” 
 
    The trio approached the girl standing at her post with a clearly bored expression, almost lying on the counter while supporting her face with her petite hands. They stopped in front of the receptionist, making her only lift her gaze in an uninterested way. 
 
    “What? Neva' seen a slim dwarf, eh?” 
 
    The unusual, almost hostile tone the receptionist addressed them with surprised the group, but not as much as hearing such a fitting and adorable voice use a heavily dwarven accent, which was another thing Asterios found unexpected. 
 
    It might not have been something uncommon hundreds of years ago, but in the current age, barely any families existed that still spoke this way. It was seen as racist in some circles to make jokes about the way dwarves spoke in the past. He wasn’t expecting to hear this accent ever, without having a chance to meet someone of the ancient dwarven lineage, and it would be even more surprising to find them working as a mere receptionist. 
 
    “Uhhh…” 
 
    “Ya think I didn’ catch yer gazers drillin’ into me from da entrance, ha? Starin’ at me like at sum rare beast? If ya came here fer a show then sorry to disappoint ya, not in da mood.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. We—” 
 
    “Ya, ya, they all say that. Still curious? Papa boned an elf chick and bam, here comes yer Truvi with a bod of a 132cm tall little goddess, the voice of an angel, and an accent of a century-old, half-drunk, seasick pirate, which is da only FREAKIN’ thing she gets from da great Pappy. Funny story, eh? Now scram before I break more than just da guild’s etiquette.” 
 
    The girls were still a bit confused by the hostile stance of the receptionist called Truvi, but Asterios was starting to get the picture, at least partially. He could imagine many people approaching her expecting a cute and sweet girl—maybe even planning to hit on her as it often happened to the receptionists—and then hearing Trudi’s way of speaking, even if not filled with annoyance. 
 
    Such a situation could easily evolve into Truvi being some kind of a rare occurrence as she had called herself before. Just her unusual body would be enough to be a target for rumors, especially between dwarves who were completely into more burly individuals of their race. 
 
    With everyone starting to approach her just to see her for themselves and hear her different accent, it wouldn't have been unexpected for Truvi to turn almost hostile to anyone who glanced at her even just a little funnily. 
 
    “Still here?” Truvi raised herself from the counter after seeing that Ast’s party just kept standing there in confusion. “If ya think am not gonna keep mah words—” 
 
    “No, I believe you would,” Asterios firmly interrupted her. “I apologize if we came out as rude by staring at you so much, but we didn’t come here to make fun of you. We are looking to register for an advisor, and you seemed to be quite free, but perhaps we are just bothering you. Sorry about that.” 
 
    Truvi's emerald eyes widened, and she quickly started patting out her uniform. She threw her braids behind her back and brought up what would most likely be called her best smile. 
 
    “I apologize for m...y inappropriate behavior, dear adventurers. M...y name is Truvi and I’m pleased to make yo...your acquaintance. How can I help yo...yo… ARGH, FRICK, I CAN’T!” 
 
    It was clear she tried to speak to them in a polite and sweet tone, using the proper accent, but everyone in Ast’s party was able to see how tough it was for Truvi to pronounce words differently until she finally broke the act and caught her head with her hands. 
 
    “Laugh as much as ya want… Frick… Am so gonna get fired this month… Should’ve stayed in da forge with Papa…” she said dejectedly. 
 
    “Ummm… Miss Truvi?” Miria called out to the receptionist quietly, capturing her attention. 
 
    “Ay?” 
 
    “Can’t you just talk… normally? Ah! I mean, however it feels right for you, not normally like everyone else!” 
 
    “Ya think I haven’ tried, kitty girl? But with mah voice? Am just a laughin’stock. No one takes it seriously fer longer than a month…” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t care if you speak with a Common or Dwerguhian accent,” Asterios joined. 
 
    “Ya know Dwerguhian?” Truvi raised her gaze, slightly surprised. 
 
    “A little bit. Just enough to decipher the old texts with understanding. I can’t speak it though, my tongue never wanted to cooperate with me on that.” 
 
    He then gathered some mana in his finger and drew crimson lines in the air as when he was making a sigil, but this time there was more than just one symbol. Truvi’s eyes widened even more than previously when she read the word ‘Friend’ in Dwerguhian, which was also called Old Dwarvish in the current times when most races just used Common. 
 
    “I believe we can help each other. But first, I would like to know, are you a good advisor?” 
 
    “Help each other? Errrr… Ya must have figured it out, am da least popular one unless ya count all da clowns comin’ fer entertainment.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask about your popularity. I want to know if you are good at your job.” 
 
    Truvi blinked a few times. Adventurers usually only cared about their advisor being popular or cute so that they could boast to others. And popular advisors often had better contact with the higher-ups due to their efficiency, so that meant better deals for their adventurers. 
 
    She quickly straightened her posture and hit her petite chest with her fist. “Am da best one here! Ya can’t find bettah! I’ll support ya like no one evah!” 
 
    “Then that’s great. If I interpreted your words correctly, you are lacking a protege, right? And a receptionist without any protegees might get laid off, especially if they aren’t too popular either,” Asterios repeated what he had heard from Ellie in the past. 
 
    “Ya hit da nail on da head.” 
 
    “Then, would you mind becoming our advisor?” 
 
    Truvi raised one of her brows. “Eh? Even aftah I was so rude? Ya serious?” 
 
    “I am. I believe you had decent reasons to be skeptical. We can just act like it never happened.” 
 
    After listening to Ast’s reply, Truvi assumed a thinking expression while glancing over him and the girls. Asterios was sure she was still doubtful, wary of being made fun of again as it might have happened in the past. 
 
    She finally sighed and then lowered her head. “Aight. I apologize fer my earlier actions. I promise to do ma best if ya register me as yer advisor.” 
 
    “Miria? Selene?” 
 
    “No problems here, Master.” 
 
    “Here neither.” 
 
    “Glad to be working with you then, Truvi. My name is Asterios, a D-rank Summoner and the leader of this party.” 
 
    “Imma fill da paper right now and we can get to da business. What’s yer party’s name?” 
 
    “It’s not ye—” 
 
    “Summoner’s Harem!” both girls said in unison. 
 
    Truvi glanced up from the form she was filling and met Ast’s eyes as silence fell between them. 
 
    “Pfffftt.” At least until she suddenly snorted and started giggling quite adorably, switching into soft laughter at the end. “Ahahaha…. Haha… Ha… That’s certainly a unique one, but I can see it, haha.” 
 
    Asterios glanced to his sides. “Really?” Seeing Miria’s and Selene’s determined expressions, he sighed and turned back to Truvi. “Really.” 
 
    “Aight, Mr. Harem Summoner. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” 
 
    After she jumped off her platform and disappeared behind a curtain, Asterios dragged his hand across his face. “Rudy will never let it go after she learns of this…” 
 
    "Look at it this way, my Lord—no girl uninterested in sharing you will ever bother you with that party name, fufufu~" 
 
    Truvi came back visibly happy. She didn’t try to speak differently anymore, and they spent a few minutes talking about this branch and Tyrienheim as a whole. The trio quickly got used to her accent, especially Asterios. 
 
    Asked about a quiet place without much happening around, she brought a map and a few notebooks, going through them like wind and plotting countless lines on it. It seemed that Truvi wasn’t just boasting and actually was a skilled and knowledgeable receptionist.  
 
    In ten minutes, she presented them with a heatmap of the forests around Tyrienheim, which included common monster routes and adventuring paths. Asterios was impressed. He only expected to learn about the decent spots, not receive a complex guide in the form of an improved map. 
 
    Truvi told them that it was just some basic information, and she could create a much better and more detailed map if they gave her a few hours. Asterios declined, taking a mental note of who to go to if he ever needed that kind of help. 
 
    They finally reached the last topic. The village of Teira. 
 
    “Hmmm… That cursed place, eh? Whaddya need to know?” 
 
    “Cursed?” Asterios raised his brow. 
 
    “Oh boy, we ar in fer a story, eh?” 
 
    “Well, I know that it was raided by bandits almost two decades ago. Did something happen afterward?” 
 
    “It’s not about somethin' happenin’ but more about somethin’ not bein’ able to happen.” 
 
    “What?” Asterios was only getting more confused. 
 
    “Baby steps, boy. First, while in da area, ya feel like in a weak static field. Ya know, hair standing up, tingly skin. Second, magic is greatly suppressed. And third, da most important, it’s as if time has stopped there.” 
 
    “What do you mean by time has stopped there, Ms. Truvi?” Selene was the one to ask this time. 
 
    “It’s just Truvi for ya girls. And ya too, boy. Anyway, in simple words, vegetation doesn’t grow, all da rubble, ruins, burnt wood, stays exactly like da day aftah da incident, no matter da weather or other stuff. They tried to rebuild da village, but with da curse present, it was just too inconvenient. That's why da kingdom was sending mages to lift it each month, but they didn’t succeed. Now, they only send an expedition once a year.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. That certainly was extremely weird and highly suspicious. Why would a village burnt in a common bandit’s raid be left in such a mysterious state? And even the kingdom’s mages couldn’t do anything about it? Was there actually more to it than he believed? Was it somehow connected to him? 
 
    The girls sensed Ast’s tense mood, and Miria placed a hand on his shoulder to bring him back from the depths of his mind. It worked and Asterios smiled at her gently before moving his gaze to their new advisor again. 
 
    “Thanks for the information. Are there any restrictions placed on that area? Like no trespassing on the kingdom’s operation zone?” 
 
    “Na, it’s all clear. There’s even a reward if someone figures out how to fix da old curse. There’s nothing left in there besides rubble. It’s actually quite a popular sightseeing spot, hah. People love da mysteries.” 
 
    “Thanks again. It surely sounds intriguing. We might drop by at some point. Till next time then, Truvi.” 
 
    Saying their goodbyes, Asterios and his girls left the guild and headed back home. Kindra should already be back, and he wanted to let her know he’d be leaving the city for a brief moment to have another try at summoning. 
 
    They reached the building and found his mother inside. She roped them into a short break while she listened to what they had been doing after they had split. Asterios explained his plans afterward and then stood up to leave but stopped for a moment. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Kindra asked. 
 
    A thoughtful expression showed up on his face. “We should find you a man.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I’d be much less worried if you had someone by your side when I’m not around. Especially knowing that half of your family isn’t too happy about your return.” 
 
    Kindra stood up hastily. “I don’t need a man!” 
 
    “Hmmm… A woman then?” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “I see. That would certainly explain why you are always teasing all the cute girls around me so much.” 
 
    “I’M NOT GAY!” Kindra shouted at Asterios, took a few big steps, and crashed into his chest, hugging him tightly. “Why are you bullying me...” 
 
    “Gee, I wonder why, too. It’s not as if I was raised by someone whose whole life was mostly teasing others or something.” 
 
    Kindra giggled in his embrace. “You never took after me so much, though.” 
 
    “I feel like the presence of a certain someone began tipping the scales. I could resist one prankster but two might be too much for me.” 
 
    It was Selene who chuckled softly this time from the sofa behind them. 
 
    “I really don’t need any other man in my life…” Kindra whispered. 
 
    “If it was someone different right now, they would have surely taken that as a confession.” Asterios chuckled at her. 
 
    Kindra raised her gaze and started poking his cheek with her finger while smiling charmingly. “But it’s you and not someone different in front of me right now. The you that knows me inside out.”  
 
    Asterios raised one of his brows, making her smile a little bit more awkwardly. 
 
    “Well… Maybe except for some family matters, hahaha…” 
 
    “What do I have to go through with you…” He shook his head. “I was serious though.” 
 
    “I know, but so was I. I’ve never felt the need to find a boyfriend or a husband. I know I shouldn’t say that it won’t ever change, but it’s still the same right now.” 
 
    “I obviously won’t pressure you, but I will think of something else to keep an eye on you, and you can’t reject it when the time comes.” 
 
    “I won’t. I don’t want you to worry about me all the time too. Especially now when you have a lot of other personal matters to worry about.” 
 
    She grabbed his cheeks and pulled Ast’s face down to plant a kiss on his forehead before stepping away. They smiled at each other and Kindra pushed him out of their new house so that he went ahead with his plans. 
 
    Selene jumped back to her realm for now and Miria served as Ast’s steed during the short journey to the outside of Tyrienheim. They passed the gate without any issues and headed for one of the spots clear from the lines Truvi had plotted on the map. Miria brought them there in less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    A small clearing in a dense forest was their choice shortly after they arrived. Selene rejoined the party as Asterios jumped off Miria’s back. 
 
    “Well then. Shall we have a go at it?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
Fiery Potential 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what exactly are we going to do now, Master? Should I prepare a spot like the last time?” Miria asked after they properly examined the place. 
 
    “Not yet. I plan to experiment a little today. We are not that pressured by time, so it’s fine if I don’t succeed right away.” 
 
    “And what kind of experiments do you have in mind, my Lord?” 
 
    “A few different ones. I’m hoping to confirm or debunk a thesis or two I’ve formulated after recounting all my previous attempts. Afterward, we’ll move to the usual summoning if no results come off as satisfactory.” 
 
    Asterios glanced around once more and moved to the center of the clearing. The girls were going to follow him, but he stopped them with his hand.  
 
    “First, the thing that keeps bothering me the most.” He turned to look at Miria. “I’ve never initiated any ritual or anything when you came to save me. Neither did I try to send something akin to the Echoes of Consciousness. Yet, you have somehow heard my cry and jumped in to save me.” 
 
    Miria nodded. “That’s true. Will you then try to scream very loud again, Master?” 
 
    He chuckled a little. “I don’t think you’ve heard me like that. I’m pretty sure it’s impossible to boost sound so much that it travels through dimensions, hahaha.” 
 
    She giggled shyly while blushing a little.  
 
    “Anyway, what I will be recreating is the powerful explosion of spiritual energy. It would be great if I could pair it with strong emotions, but… I don’t think I can force myself into a state any close to the one from that day… Not like I would want to do so in the first place.” 
 
    “Right… It was very, very sad and painful… I also don’t want you to feel like that again, Master…” Miria’s ears dropped when she recalled the desperate feelings, she had sensed from him on that day. 
 
    She flinched when a warm sensation similar to Ast’s fingers began running around her ears. Miria raised her gaze to see him smiling at her from a distance. She quickly cheered up and smiled back. 
 
    “Well then. Selene?” 
 
    “Leave it to me, my Lord.” 
 
    The fox lady stoically nodded her head and quickly traced a few lines in front of her and Miria with the tip of her finger, now glowing in blue. A circular seal with three levels appeared vertically in the air and she pressed her palm against it. 
 
    “Don’t hold back, my Lord. I’m curious how much energy this barrier can soak before breaking.” 
 
    Knowing well how powerful Ast’s spiritual pressure could be, Selene entered the second stage of her Awakening, just in case. Better safe than sorry and she certainly wouldn’t let Miria suffer any discomfort after receiving the task of protecting her. Her pride was at stake here. 
 
    Asterios nodded at them and sat down on his knees, trying to be as accurate to the past event as possible. He rolled his fingers into fists and dove deep into his body with his spiritual consciousness. 
 
    To reproduce the effect of a barrier getting broken, he decided to coat his spiritual circuits with enough of his usual mana to prevent any leakage. In the girl’s eyes, Ast’s presence suddenly faded.  
 
    Both could still see him, but Selene could now barely sense any trace of his mana, which was her main method of tracking someone’s position. Miria felt something change, but she relied more on her instincts and physical capabilities as a tracker, thus she was better off than her friend. 
 
    Satisfied with the strength of the coating he had created, Asterios moved towards his sources. Not sure how to do it at first, he scanned through his circuits and the fiery spiritual core with his mind, trying to figure out the best way of creating an explosion of spiritual pressure. 
 
    He knew how to increase it gradually, but all the sudden outbursts had always happened subconsciously. While thinking, Asterios began filling his circuits with the scorching hot mana, condensing as much of it at every single point, starting from the very tips of his spiritual lines. 
 
    Outside, his appearance changed, and the girls could tell that the density of mana was gradually increasing, even with the barrier around Ast’s body working properly.  
 
    Selene gulped. Although she was sure Asterios wasn’t extremely proficient in hiding his spiritual presence, the coating should still be able to cover at least one-third of his total mana. Yet, the pressure in the air definitely started to increase the moment he had begun channeling his energy. 
 
    After three minutes, Asterios filled his circuits to the brim. He never felt so hot and heavy before. The coating, which had used up over half of his normal mana, was barely holding out. Perhaps releasing all this accumulated energy all at once could have been enough, but he wanted to give his all in this attempt. 
 
    Just as Asterios was going to give up after what felt like an eternity of trying to figure out a way to make his energy explode in the truest sense of that word, he noticed his blazing red core giving off a different feeling than usual after being completely surrounded by the fiery mana. 
 
    He guided his spiritual consciousness as close to the source as he could. Floating in front of the gigantic, flaming orb, he tried to figure out the difference. But, before he could even think about it, the ball of flames pulsed, making his whole inner body shake like during an earthquake.  
 
    Suddenly, a wisp of fire shot out of the source and entangled itself around his consciousness, which shouldn’t even be possible as it was just a projection of his mind. 
 
    Normally, getting hit like that should break his concentration and push him out of his spiritual body, but he was getting pulled towards the blazing wall at an incredible speed, and in a flash, he was swallowed by it as his mind went black. 
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    “Nghhnnnnn…”  
 
    Asterios groaned as he began regaining consciousness. Considering that he could feel the hard ground under his back, he concluded that he had somehow gone overboard, and something had gone wrong, resulting in his spiritual consciousness being pretty much obliterated. He began raising himself up. 
 
    “Ugh… My head… Are you girls all—”  
 
    He opened his eyes and froze. Instead of a green forest, he was met with the sight of a desolate wasteland. Countless volcanoes could be spotted all around him and in the distance. Nothing but dark obsidian bedrock covered the ground as far as he could see. Even the sky was deep grey, obstructed by all the ash coming out of the erupting mountains, shooting out fire and lava at irregular intervals. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Asterios was confused. He couldn’t make head or tail of this weird situation. His concentration hadn't been broken but he had been pulled inside… this? His mentality was strong enough to allow Asterios to create a Soulscape, a place inside one’s mind that could take any form the person wished for, but his Soulscape was modeled after a pleasant clearing by a stream where he had shared most of his memories with Mii. 
 
    Therefore, it couldn’t be the inside of his Soulscape. He also didn’t feel the same level of control. No matter how hard he focused, nothing here changed, although he could feel the connection to this place. 
 
    “Considering that the last thing I remember is being pulled by my second source, is this inside of it? But since when could you get inside your source? No, that’s not important. How do I leave? Don’t tell me I triggered some kind of a trap… I should have been more careful. That barrier from the past might not have been the only thing in my body that I am not aware of.” 
 
    Asterios sighed and shook his head. Then, he noticed that he was completely naked, for whatever reason. 
 
    “Well… Let’s just hope I don’t run into anyone here. After all of this, I wouldn’t be surprised anymore if I did.” 
 
    He started looking around with more attention. Not all volcanoes seemed to be active. Those that were had a river of lava connecting them, creating something akin to a net. The mountains were of various sizes, and it influenced the width of the streams. 
 
    Turning around, Asterios almost tripped from shock. He was standing in front of another volcano. Thankfully, it looked to be inactive, or he would have no chances of running away if it decided to have its turn at exploding right now. 
 
    He noticed that this volcano was clearly bigger than the other hills he could spot, besides one not that far to his right. That one was a truly mighty mountain, towering over this whole realm.  
 
    It was active, but not exploding, which was truly fortunate considering that with its size, Asterios had a feeling that many kilometers of the ground would end up covered in lava if it did. 
 
    Another peculiarity that caught his attention was the fact that pretty much all the volcanoes were somehow connected to the giant one by running streams, either directly or through the smaller ones. Even the inactive ones, although their rivers were not running but fossilized.  
 
    Some of the volcanoes had connections in the form of a singular line, some branched out into multiple paths towards other hills. If a dead volcano was located in the middle of the chain, a new river seemingly formed around it, allowing the further ones to still be connected to the main one.  
 
    “Hmmm… There are many paths of volcanoes, but this one near me looks to be the only one without a continuation this close to the main one, not even a dead river, while directly connected to the main mountain with a very tame stream. Unless there’s another one like this on the other side of that massive peak. I can’t see around it, obviously.” 
 
    This peculiar volcano was weirdly attracting Ast’s attention, and he decided to circle it. After around halfway, he spotted an entrance to a cave. It looked natural, but at the same time not.  
 
    Asterios could definitely see some shape with how it extended out of the volcano, but he couldn’t grasp what exactly. It was truly ominous though. Especially the semi-circle of sharp stalactites hanging from it. Perhaps a wolf’s skull or some other canine? 
 
    “It’s not like I have any other choice than to keep exploring, right? Just don’t explode on me, please.” 
 
    He began walking the dark path leading into the den. The ceiling and walls inside were quite smooth and the tunnel was high enough to fit two people standing on each other’s shoulders. He expected more stalactites, but there wasn’t even one. 
 
    After what felt like a few minutes of walking in a straight line—surprisingly, not in complete darkness, even though there were no light sources—Asterios noticed an orange hue from somewhere ahead and carefully continued forward. 
 
    Finally arriving close to the entrance of a natural chamber, he was hit with a wave of heat and peeked inside while covering his face with his arm. His eyes widened after seeing a round cavern filled with gurgling magma and a single path leading to a circular platform in the middle of it. 
 
    “Woah. The walls are not obsidian anymore. It looks like some scarlet mineral now. I guess this volcano isn’t strictly inactive.” Ast’s eyes scanned the chamber and he suddenly frowned. “What the hell? Is that… a throne?” 
 
    In the middle of the dark platform, a weird shape made of the crimson mineral that covered the walls could be seen. It had the angles of a fancy chair or a throne. But why would there be a throne in the center of a volcano? He had no idea. 
 
    “Might as well be my way out. Or another trap. Let’s just hope that I’ll wake up if something painful happens. I’d rather not die inside my own source… or soul… or wherever the hell this is." 
 
    Paying close attention to the lake of magma in the wide ring around the platform, Asterios made his way towards the structure in the center. Arriving in front of it, he confirmed that it was in fact a very vicious-looking throne in dark crimson shades. The armrests ended up in similar skull shapes as the entrance to the cave and the top of the backrest had many thick spikes coming out of it. 
 
    He noticed a runic script engraved into it, and while he completely didn't know the language, the meaning was somehow clear to him. 
 
    All will kneel before the true overlords. 
 
    No matter how much he thought about the words, nothing came to his mind. It was just too cryptic. Asterios tried to kneel in front of the throne to see what would happen, but there was no change. 
 
    “Well, here goes nothing, I guess.” 
 
    He touched the seating first to check its temperature. This might be a trap, but Asterios wasn’t stupid enough to plant his naked butt on a weird crimson stone in the very center of an active volcano.  
 
    After verifying that it was only warm, he turned around and lowered himself onto the throne. 
 
    “Quite comfortable for something solid. Nothing much happened tho—ghnnn!” 
 
    A slight pang of pain in his head made Asterios groan. He tried to instinctively grab it, but his arm did not move. His whole body felt as if it was glued to the scary-looking chair.  
 
    Suddenly, memories of his past started flashing in front of his eyes, starting from the most recent ones.  
 
    He watched an extremely fast show of his experiences, going through his time with his new summons, then time at the academy, then his childhood, then he watched his early years in Kindra’s arms, then how she picked him up from burning rubble, and then— 
 
    “Arghh!” 
 
    Even stronger pain pierced through his mind when the memories suddenly came to a stop at the scene very shortly before Kindra was going to find him. Asterios felt like he ran headfirst into a wall at his best speed, boosted additionally by a full-power Haste spell. The pain remained there for a short while as if something was trying to drill further. It spiked by a level and then disappeared. 
 
    Asterios stopped clenching his teeth and started panting. Before he could catch his breath, the whole cavern began shaking and the ring of magma gurgled much more than before. He still couldn’t move his body off the scarlet throne while the intensity of the trembling increased gradually. 
 
    He chuckled nervously. “Because of cour—” 
 
    *BOOM* 
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    Meanwhile, on the outside, four minutes had passed since Selene noticed Asterios finishing gathering his mana, but he was still not taking any other action. Due to the powerful pressure that the covered mana was emanating, all the animals and even insects had run away from the vicinity of the clearing.  
 
    Miria suddenly squinted her eyes by her side. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He must be trying to figure something out.” 
 
    “No, not like that. Look at Master’s neck.” She started walking forward while intently staring at Asterios.  
 
    “Hey. Come back into the barrier. We don’t know when all of that energy will explode.” 
 
    But Miria wasn’t listening and kept moving forward. “Master's skin… Isn’t it—” 
 
    All fur on Selene’s ears and tail stood up in an instant and her pupils narrowed into thin needles. A complete silence fell onto the clearing. Not even the wind dared to blow. The air surrounding Ast’s body began shimmering so much that the bent reality could be seen with a naked eye from afar. 
 
    Without even thinking, she immediately entered the third stage of her Awakening, stepped forward, and grabbed Miria by her collar, throwing the panthergirl back behind her. Selene’s white hair shimmered like a moon when she pushed both hands against the seal she had previously created, pumping everything she had into it. 
 
    *BOOM* 
 
    The coating Asterios had created did not break like the last time, it shattered into nothingness faster than one could blink. An unimaginable wave of force exploded from his position, instantly flattening all the grass around him, and crashing into Selene’s barrier. The first two rows of trees between which the girls had been standing were uprooted and sent flying away. But that wasn’t all. 
 
    Without even a second passing, the shimmering air around Ast’s body burst into literal flames. A spinning dome of fire began expanding from him and heading in their direction. It soon reached Selene’s barrier and instantly broke through the first layer, cracking the second one. They were swallowed by a scarlet firestorm—who knows how large—continuously assaulting the spiritual wall with unbearable heat. 
 
    “Ghhhnnnnnn…”  
 
    Selene groaned and cursed herself for not using a much stronger seal, which was now left with only the last layer after the second one broke under the pressure of this hellfire. Even with her constantly feeding it mana, the damage was overcoming the speed of regeneration. 
 
    Fortunately, before it began cracking, the flames started to fade along with the pressure. A few seconds later, their vision was no longer obstructed by the wall of fire. Miria's and Selene’s eyes widened when they saw the aftereffects of the intense firestorm. 
 
    Asterios was still sitting on his knees in the middle of the clearing, or rather, in the middle of a completely charred-to-the-black ground with just a patch of leftover grass in a circle under him. Everything in the radius of over thirty meters was burned into a crisp. Pieces of ash floated through the still-warm air. 
 
    “What did just… happen?” Miria spoke while slowly standing up. 
 
    “I assume… it wasn’t… like that… when he summoned… you…” Selene commented in between ragged breaths. 
 
    “The trees did look a little scraped, but there definitely wasn’t any fire involved…” 
 
    A groan coming from Asterios captured their attention. He was rubbing his forehead and trying to shakily stand up, still in his transformed state. 
 
    “Damn… I guess I can cross out bathing in magma from my to-do list…” He shook his head and opened his eyes while turning towards their voices. “Hey, is everyone alr—woah...” 
 
    Asterios staggered after seeing his surroundings. He looked around the charred field in complete shock and confusion, starting to wonder if all that magma hadn't magically come back with him, but there were no traces of any molten earth in the ruined clearing. 
 
    He moved his eyes onto Miria and Selene and sighed in relief. They were standing in a small spot of green grass, saved by the fox lady's barrier. He had known they were fine through their connection, but it was much better to see them with his own eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay, Miri—what are you doing?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    In the middle of his sentence, Miria suddenly dropped onto one knee after their eyes met. Hearing his question, she noticed that she was suddenly close to the ground and was looking at him from below, but she had no recollection of when and how she had gotten into that position.  
 
    “Are you dizzy? Sorry, did you perhaps hit your head when I threw you back?” Selene glanced down at Miria in confusion before looking back at Asterios and meeting his gaze. 
 
    “Uhhh… Aren’t you dizzy too, Selene?”  
 
    She suddenly heard Miria’s voice just by the side of her face and shuddered when she found herself at the same level as her. 
 
    “Um, girls? Is something wrong?” Asterios asked, completely puzzled by their strange behavior. 
 
    When they both linked their gazes with him again, they realized that his eyes were different. They still were crimson red, but his pupils were vertical, just like when he borrowed Miria's sight. Also, there was something else they couldn’t explain with words. 
 
    ~BOY! WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?!~ 
 
    All of them flinched when someone suddenly screamed inside their minds. Asterios instantly recognized the owner of that voice. 
 
    ~Grea? Did something happen?~ 
 
    ~Oh, you bet your ass it did! But I asked you a question! What the fuck is happening on your side?!~ 
 
    ~Uhh… We are experimenting a bit before the next summoning. Why?~ 
 
    ~Ugh! Be so kind to warn me next time! Okay, so, I was just chillin’ over a book when suddenly the mark on my hand started glowing and heating up like hell! It was literally lava-hot! I got super scared, so I put it in the sink and blasted cold water onto it, but the moment it touched my hand, it fucking EXPLODED IN STEAM AND EVAPORATED. I fell back onto my ass, utterly flabbergasted, and began smelling something burning after a few seconds. When I looked to my side, there was smoke coming from under my hand, so I quickly lifted it. THERE’S NOW A FUCKING ONE-CENTIMETER-DEEP CHARCOAL HANDPRINT ON MY WOODEN FLOOR! So. What the fuck did you just do because I certainly don’t know how to make my hands melting-hot?~ 
 
    Asterios looked at the girls in utter confusion and they looked back at him with similar expressions, still kneeling on one knee. 
 
    ~Ummm… Give me a second, okay? I might be standing in the middle of a thirty-meter-wide circle of death right now and there might be ash falling onto my head.~ 
 
    He could feel Grea processing his words. 
 
    “Can you girls stand up?”  
 
    Miria and Selene looked at each other and stood up without a problem. They were still staring into his eyes when Asterios approached the duo and he noticed that. 
 
    “Is there something on my face?” 
 
    “Your eyes… They feel different now… Stronger… and more… regal?” Miria answered him.  
 
    Asterios realized that they had kneeled just after meeting his gaze and he expelled the remainder of his fiery mana still coursing through his circuits, turning back to his normal appearance. The girls visibly relaxed. 
 
    “It might sound stupid, but… when looking into your crimson eyes now, my Lord, it just feels right for me to kneel in front of you. We might have subconsciously done that a moment ago when we were still in shock,” Selene commented. 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile. “Trust me, you would never call it stupid if you heard my story first.” 
 
    Confirming that everyone was fine and uninjured, they moved to a different part of the forest before starting to talk. Miria led them to a small stream so they could wash their skin from the accumulated ash and dust, and they sat down by it. 
 
    First, Asterios shared with them and Grea his part of the story, from start to finish. Then, the girls matched their own experience with the slight changes around him that they could spot from their side. In the end, they were left as confused as at the beginning. 
 
    ~Did someone tell you that you are weird as fuck already? A limiting barrier, humanoid summons, dual sources, entering one of them, finding a realm inside, and exploding in flames after sitting on a throne?~ Grea mused in their minds. 
 
    “I was focused on upholding the barrier so I could have missed it, but have you also felt something like Grea did, Miria?” Selene turned to her friend. 
 
    “Hm? Erm, it was already quite hot around us, but I think I did feel a bit warmer inside. Ah! I forgot about one thing! Just before you exploded, I noticed your skin getting redder and… hardening? I’m not sure. Selene pulled me back before I could get closer, and it was not there afterward.” 
 
    Asterios sighed. “The further we go the more questions come up with no answers to the previous ones.” 
 
    ~I’m honestly starting to doubt if you are even human,~ Grea added. 
 
    “Then what else am I? I do look like a human.” 
 
    ~Dunno. A hybrid?~ 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    ~How could I know? Arch Fire Elemental and a human? Not like anyone ever saw something like that so who knows?~ 
 
    He sighed again and rubbed his forehead. Miria scurried closer to him and leaned against Ast’s shoulder. When he glanced at her, she lightly pecked his lips and nuzzled her face to his neck, making him chuckle a little. 
 
    “My Lord,” Selene called to him from the front. “Don’t worry too much. You’ll unravel everything bit by bit, I’m sure of that. And the two of us will do everything in our power to help you.” 
 
    After finishing, she stood up and moved behind him. A moment later, Asterios was pulled to the back and his head lay on Selene’s lap. She started to comb through his hair with a soft smile while Miria laid down by him and hugged his side. They rested like that for half an hour, just enjoying the breeze. 
 
    “Are we still going to try the actual summoning, Master?” Miria asked as they were raising themselves up. 
 
    “We might as well. Even though nothing came from our earlier attempt besides fire, I somehow regained pretty much all of the spent mana from that outburst. If we are going to burn more of the forest with more failed experiments, it’s better to do it on the same day or we might get caught.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s move to a different clearing then! We still have a few ones Truvi marked for us!” She transformed into a panther and started nuzzling her big head into Ast’s chest. 
 
    He jumped onto her back and held up a hand for Selene to join him. She took a spot behind Asterios, and they rode away while still discussing the recent events amongst themselves. They found a good spot in another half an hour. 
 
    Before they started the preparations, Asterios decided to conduct a few more tests to see if there were any visible changes to him and his energy. The girls admitted that his eyes in the awakened state did give off a much prouder feeling than before, but they weren’t compelled to kneel like earlier. 
 
    As for the thing with his skin that Miria had mentioned, Asterios couldn’t replicate it no matter how hard he tried. Even after gathering the same amount of spiritual energy as before, he couldn’t enter his source like the last time. Nothing happened when he waited in front of it with his spiritual consciousness, so they assumed that something might have changed after his earlier visit. 
 
    For the summoning circle, this time, Miria worked together with Selene. The latter cut the grass with a spiritual blade and the former drew all the necessary lines from the schematic Asterios showed her.  
 
    While they were choosing the material for the formation’s lines, Selene suggested using the charcoal dust left behind by the flames in the previous clearing. She explained that the area was still filled with spiritual energy and essence, albeit a little chaotic. Asterios agreed with her idea and sent both girls to collect as much of it as they could.  
 
    When they returned, he confirmed that it truly wasn’t just your usual ash, and it had a trace of spiritual energy in it. Selene really wanted to help so he left drawing the lines to her and Miria while only guiding them.  
 
    “What kind of a catalyst are we using this time, Master?” Miria asked after they finished. 
 
    “I have a few of them in mind, but let’s first try with just my essence. If that won’t work, I’ll let you choose whichever you like. We are already shooting pretty randomly with that dust so we might as well go full out.” 
 
    She smiled cheerfully and nodded. Asterios started turning around but Miria quickly grabbed his hand.  
 
    “Haven’t you forgotten something, Master?” 
 
    He raised his brow at her warm smile adorned with slightly rosy cheeks.  
 
    Asterios quickly went through their last attempt at summoning in his mind and found out what was lacking. He opened his arms wide, and Miria jumped into his embrace, diving straight for a deep kiss as his hands began caressing her ears and tail. 
 
    She stepped back with a shy giggle after a short while. “Good luck ritual complete. Your turn, Selene.” 
 
    Asterios looked at her curiously and then moved his eyes to the fox lady, not exactly sure what to expect. Selene walked closer to him with a mischievous smile, cupped Ast’s chin with her delicate fingers, and started heading for his lips while staring him straight into the eyes. 
 
    Just before they joined their mouths together, Selene’s bushy tail swatted Ast’s face and he heard her chuckle softly. 
 
    “They say that a Spiritual Fox’s tail is a symbol of luck so feel free to rub the lucky trinket a little, fufufu~” 
 
    He sighed as a smile appeared on his lips and did as Selene suggested, getting a good feel of her fluffy tail. For whatever reason, Miria was glaring at Selene as she made her way back to her spot. He shrugged it off internally and focused his mind on the summoning, drawing on the scorching hot mana. 
 
    "Here it goes then." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
If You Gaze Long Enough Into the Abyss… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After filling his spiritual circuits with the scorching mana, similar to the way he had done it during the previous experiment but without a barrier to prevent leakage this time, Asterios dropped onto one knee and touched the prepared summoning circle, checking once more if the girls had taken enough distance in case something unexpected happened again. 
 
    He wanted to try sending out as much of this mana coming from his second source as possible, using it as a replacement for the physical catalyst.  
 
    On one hand, it was also a curious experiment to see what would happen, but on the other hand, Asterios knew that there existed entities favoring one’s essence instead of any other gifts. And those usually belonged to the ethereal or ghost-type species, where their main sustenance was spiritual essence and energy. 
 
    Thanks to that, there still existed a chance that he would manage to summon an entity with qualities useful in reconnaissance and intelligence gathering. No matter what exact species the beast or being would be, just being able to pass through obstacles or hide its form would be a great advantage. They didn’t really need high offensive capabilities as Miria and Selene covered that area very well. 
 
    The girls watched intently as Ast’s mana suddenly exploded from his body, without any dangerous effects this time, besides the strong spiritual pressure that rushed past them. Moments later, the array’s lines they had drawn together started illuminating, and the first part of the summoning began. 
 
    Earth shook slightly under their feet as the very first probing wave of spiritual energy was launched from the glowing formation. They both shuddered when the released mana penetrated their bodies, flying far into all directions, making its way through the fabric of dimensions. 
 
    Miria was in awe even more than Selene. She had already experienced one summoning ritual besides her own appearance and the waves of energy Asterios had sent to search for their new partner back then were almost incomparable to the current ones. The disparity between this scorching hot energy and his other, normal one was huge.  
 
    While at that time she had been able to feel her hair and fur stand up a little in response to the spiritual energy, now it was as if she stood just by the heart of some gigantic beast or monster, which shook the ground with each beat, making her feel every wave clearer than ever. 
 
    Glancing to the side at Selene, she quickly noticed what she had expected. The Foxkin woman standing by her, being extremely sensitive to spiritual energy, was trying her best not to fall to the ground from the intense assault of the hot mana. Her breath was erratic and ragged. Selene’s whole body shivered each time a new surge hit her. 
 
    Miria moved closer to her friend and supported Selene by slipping under her armpit and wrapping her right arm around her neck. Selene glanced at her and smiled wryly for a moment before she again tightened her lips and quivered with another wave of mana passing through them. Miria noticed a certain scent in the air and smiled to herself, returning her focus to the summoning circle. 
 
    At the same moment as she had, something changed. The inscriptions flashed violently and began releasing sparkles and small lightning bolts, which fortunately did not hit Asterios, only jumping between various parts of the laid down spiritual circuits. 
 
    Before she could even open her mouth to ask what was happening, the crimson hue suddenly switched into a deep purple one, much darker than the previous color. The jumping lightning began instilling an ominous premonition into both girls. 
 
    They gasped when the perfectly blue sky turned almost pure black in a flash. It was as if they blinked and someone disabled the sun, but no stars or moon could have been spotted above their heads, just pure darkness. For some reason, they still could see clearly, with their surroundings filled by dark purple shades. 
 
    Miria was getting bad vibes from all of this and was considering trying to interrupt her master’s ritual just in case, but she was too late. With a loud crack, a huge crevice appeared in the air in front of the kneeling Asterios. It did not look like the gate she had seen during Selene’s summoning. 
 
    A black, misty substance started seeping through the fissure and onto the summoning circle. Whatever existence was making its way into this realm, was a truly sinister one. Both girls hastily prepared themselves to jump in to defend their master in case of emergency, even though their bodies were slightly shaking. 
 
    After an awfully long minute, which to them felt like an excruciating hour, enough of the black substance leaked through the breach to form a tall figure, almost two times taller than Asterios if he were to stand straight.  
 
    It looked like a dense, formless smoke until two deep purple glows appeared near the top of the shape, which the girls assumed were the eyes of this creature, or at least their representation. The crevice suddenly shattered into thousands of little, purple motes with the sound of glass breaking and disappeared completely. 
 
    ~Interesting…~  
 
    A very deep and gravelly voice resounded in everyone’s heads, making both girls shiver and sending chills down their spines. Miria was staring at the now rising Asterios, prepared to jump forward instantly. Selene’s attention was focused on the dark entity as she gathered mana to enter the highest state of her Awakening at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Asterios stood up and slowly opened his eyes.  
 
    He had already felt the slightly uncomfortable atmosphere from the moment something powerful latched onto his Echo of Consciousness wandering through the interdimensional space. He almost wanted to cut the connection at once but didn’t feel any malicious intent towards him, so he decided to give it a try, being prepared to force the being out of his realm at any given moment. 
 
    Seeing the tall and intimidating irregular pillar of black smoke with two dark purple spots near the top, he would lie if he said he wasn’t at least a bit afraid. He had no idea what he had summoned. Not even the slightest clue. 
 
    The entity seemed to look around with its purple eyes. ~It’s been so long since I’ve been last summoned to such a thriving realm. One millennium? Two? The passage of time is so imperceptible in the Eternal Darkness.~ 
 
    It then moved its gaze onto Asterios and squinted its cloudy, smoking eyes. Noticing that, he bowed lightly. 
 
    “Greetings, oh Ancient One. My name is Asterios Hestizo, just a small and insignificant Summoner. What do I owe this honor of you answering my call?” 
 
    In front of an entity claiming to be over two millennia old, the best approach would definitely be to treat them with the utmost respect. Asterios was sure he was nothing more than an ant in its eyes and started wondering what the reason behind this visit could be as he couldn’t really believe such a being could be lured in just by his person. 
 
    A deep and loud chuckle echoed in their heads. ~Looks like you do know your manners, mortal. Do not be afraid. I’m not aiming for your life or soul. You can assure your companions so that they lower their killing intent.~ 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria and Selene and saw them battle-ready. He nodded at the two and sent a mental message that it should be okay. Albeit a little reluctantly, they relaxed their stances, still carefully observing the entity. They couldn’t judge its power, but that wouldn’t stop them from trying to stop it from harming their master. 
 
    “I apologize, Ancient One. They are my good partners who care about me, and I hope you weren’t offended by their behavior,” Asterios spoke. 
 
    ~Fret not. I do not mind. I’m just extremely sensitive to such intentions. As for your previous question, Asterios the Human, it is true that I’m using your call for my own benefit. Although, I can’t say that your potent energy doesn’t intrigue me. In millennia, nothing else penetrated the boundaries of my dimension. Being trapped in a world of eternal darkness can be… a little boring. You can get only so much entertainment from slaughtering all the other beings while fighting for dominance.~ 
 
    Asterios shivered. It certainly sounded like this thing was more than just strong.  
 
    “Does Ancient One have a name we could use? And how could we offer our help?” 
 
    ~I do not have a name as it never was needed. We do go by titles. I’m the Duke of Umbra from the Nethernight Realm. As for your help, mortal, aren’t you a Summoner?~ 
 
    “Yes, I am, Duke. If I may call you that, Ancient One.” 
 
    ~You may. Let me be straight with you, mortal. As powerful as I am, I have no means of leaving my dimension. That is an old curse cast onto my world by a god-like being. Very rarely, but something manages to pierce through the isolation, like your call. For two reasons, I will offer you my aid. Firstly, so that I can finally leave that god-forsaken place of a bottomless abyss. Secondly, I can sense something in you. Something peculiar and intriguing. Something familiar. I can perceive it but can’t see through it. I can feel your potential. It interests me. I think watching you from the sidelines would give me great entertainment.~ 
 
    Asterios pondered for a moment. He couldn’t get a read from the ominous figure in front of him. The shadow’s words sounded honest, but it was impossible to judge their validity. Who wouldn’t be afraid of being used by an ancient being, much stronger and older than themselves?  
 
    He looked up at the shadow. “Can I even decline?” 
 
    The Duke chuckled deeply again. ~Of course, you can. I’m sure that you’ve noticed my existence being restrained and waning with each passing second. It looks like even this way I am unable to escape the curse. You’ve been ready to push me back to my realm since the beginning, haven’t you?~ 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    ~I’m curious to see if the bond between master and familiar created by Summoning Magic can alleviate its effects to any extent. My previous summons were orchestrated through evil sacrificial rituals, thus there was no bond, only a goal to be achieved in exchange for the presented sacrifice. Afterward, I was sent back to my world. As much as I’d want to, I can’t make myself possess you with my limited power. Kill? Yes, without breaking a sweat. But that would be pointless, don’t you think?~ 
 
    Asterios gulped audibly and the girls instantly tensed their muscles hearing the word kill. The Duke glanced their way and they felt him grinning at them, even though he didn’t have any visible mouth. 
 
    ~Thus, here lies an opportunity in front of you, Asterios the Human. If you can pass my test, I will agree to lend you my strength as your summoned familiar. You will be the first entity to be able to call yourself Master of the Duke of Umbra. Will you take it? Our time here is limited, so decide quickly.~ 
 
    It was Asterios who felt a sinister smile on himself this time, making chills run down his spine. He felt like he was being lured in to make a deal with an evil god, and from all the stories he had read in the past, these never concluded with a happy ending. 
 
    Before he could think about it more, Miria spoke up. “What’s the test?” 
 
    ~Oh, it’s nothing much. I just do not wish to serve under someone weaker than myself.~ 
 
    Selene shook her head. “That’s… impossible... Master is strong, but…” 
 
    A louder-than-before laugh echoed in their heads. ~There are many ways to measure strength, Descendant of Kaguya.~ 
 
    Her eyes instantly shot wide at the mention of the legendary figure of Spiritual Foxes.  
 
    There were only two possibilities here—either this ancient being could somehow read others’ minds and memories, or he knew something about their Princess. Selene was eager to ask questions, but she stopped herself and glanced at Asterios, who sensed her shock, and their eyes met. She didn’t want to ruin this for him just to satiate her selfish curiosity. 
 
    He smiled at her softly and then turned back to face the Duke. “What’s this test about then?” 
 
    ~Since I do not wish to give you an impossible task, I’ll keep it simple. I will release all my presence onto you, as much as the limits placed onto me in this realm allow. If you manage to repel it until the very end, I will form a contract with you.~ 
 
    “My Lord!” Selene shouted but was stopped by Ast’s raised hand. 
 
    Asterios felt like the Duke could have picked many other ways to test him but chose the area he already knew how strong Asterios was in. Almost as if the Duke wanted to make sure he could pass. After the recent events, Asterios was confident in his mental capabilities. 
 
    He glanced towards his partners. “It will be fine. The benefits are quite tempting. Besides, I’m curious too.” 
 
    Selene sighed. She knew Asterios was hesitating at first, but the Duke mentioning Kaguya tipped the scale in favor of the deal. He was clearly doing it for her. Feeling a squeeze on her hand, she noticed Miria looking at her with a smile. 
 
    “Alright.” She nodded at Miria and Asterios, beginning to condense even more mana in her tail. 
 
    The Duke glanced at her for a moment and moved its gleaming gaze onto Asterios. ~Prepare yourself, mortal. I won’t be going easy on you.~ 
 
    “Neither will I.”  
 
    Asterios grinned as his whole body tensed from the heavy pressure of his scorching hot energy that suddenly surged outside, enveloping him in a shimmering aura of slightly scarlet hue. The Duke cackled again, and the battle of the minds began. 
 
    Four shadowy tendrils shot out of the Duke’s figure and sped towards Asterios. They crashed against the coating enveloping his body, deflected to the sides. Without a break, they turned around and attacked again.  
 
    Asterios did not move. He focused his all on repelling the umbral appendages. 
 
    A few seconds later, the Duke’s pressure increased, and more tentacles joined the fight, raising the number of attackers to eight. Each strike chipped Ast’s spiritual barrier away, bit by bit, now faster than he could replenish it. Nevertheless, he did not move, staring straight into Duke’s eyes with determination. 
 
    Another chuckle resounded now not only in their heads but also in the surroundings; a much more sinister and evil one. Asterios wavered a little when the unsubstantial surges hit his mind like sound waves, almost bypassing his external barrier.  
 
    The Duke was stepping up. 
 
    Eight tendrils turned into sixteen and changed their strategy. They coiled around Ast’s body and started constricting themselves more and more, trying to squeeze his spiritual energy out. His body did not feel any physical pressure, but he felt as if his spiritual circuits were being crushed in someone’s hand. 
 
    He closed his eyes and drew on more of the fiery mana, releasing it in a powerful burst. The tendrils loosened for a moment, but quickly recovered from their stunned state and wrapped themselves tightly around his body again. 
 
    Meanwhile, the girls were now down on the ground, sitting on their knees and supporting themselves with their hands. The air had gotten immensely heavy from the moment the two had started competing, and completely oblivious to what was happening, created a spiritual storm with their energies, which had its epicenter at the summoning circle. 
 
    Selene switched from the second to the third stage of her Awakening and grabbed Miria’s wrist, shielding her circuits and mind from the fierce assault of spiritual energy. Miria took a deep breath and smiled wryly at her friend. 
 
    “Ugh… Thank you.” 
 
    “Save your breath. It’s time for the final push.” 
 
    Asterios felt some of the Duke’s aura leaking into his body through the cracks in the coating he kept around. He was already impressed with himself, not letting a much more powerful enemy penetrate straight into his mind, even though he was quite confident in his mental capabilities. This was the first time he intentionally kept releasing this much of his spiritual presence, which additionally served as great training. 
 
    He staggered again when the ominous laugh hit his mind for the second time. 
 
    ~Huhuhuhuhu… I must praise you, mortal. Many beings stronger than you that were born in the Nethernight Realm would have already fallen. But, this is where we end our little game.~ 
 
    The Duke released another burst of spiritual pressure and its whole shape started fluctuating, pushed to its limits. Ast’s vision went black the moment he was hit with it and the girls dropped forward onto their stomachs, managing to tilt their heads to still watch the duel but unable to move anymore. 
 
    They noticed Ast’s body being lifted into the air a bit by the shadowy tendrils as his head hung down unresponsively. Selene’s face twisted into a nasty expression, and she slipped her hand forward, with a lot of struggle.  
 
    Before she could discharge the gathered energy, a band of smoke wrapped itself around her wrist and the mana dispersed. She felt the Duke’s gaze on herself. Surprisingly, it wasn’t sinister or irritated, it just emotionlessly berated her not to interfere. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios found himself floating in unending darkness. He could move his body, but that didn’t give any results besides him rotating around in the pure black space. A menacing laugh echoed through the weird realm, coming at him from every direction. 
 
    “Huhuhuhuhu… It’s been ages since I’ve used Mind Incursion… Let’s see how fast you break...” 
 
    Asterios groaned when a sudden pain pierced his mind. Catching his head with his hands, he started wriggling around. It hurt but wasn’t completely unbearable. He focused his all on easing it and repelling whatever was drilling into his brain. 
 
    The Duke, seeing that he was able to resist, decided to change its approach. In a flash, the scenery changed and Ast’s pain disappeared.  
 
    He immediately understood what was happening. The fight against the Bloodfang was replaying in front of his eyes, with him feeling everything as clear as that day.  
 
    No. It was much more intense. Each sensation, feeling, emotion was being enhanced. 
 
    The event wasn’t enough to shake him, so the Duke switched to something heavier and there was no better event than the death of Ast’s precious companion.  
 
    Asterios was instantly overloaded with immense rage and grief from that day, but fortunately, it wasn’t the first time he relived these moments. 
 
    That reason and his own resolution of not disgracing Mii’s death with his pointless grieving, allowed him to push through the painful, enhanced memory. The Duke’s consciousness took a hit when Asterios even managed to fight back. 
 
    Without stopping, the Duke dragged Asterios through every possible painful memory, wearing his mind down more no matter how well he resisted. The strain from the constant surge of negative emotions couldn’t be completely nullified. But still, Asterios managed not to lose his mind. 
 
    When the barrage of memories stopped after the scene of him lying in the burning rubble as an infant, Asterios thought that it was finally the end. He knew he had no more memories past that point that the Duke could use. Even he had barely learned about these oldest ones thanks to Imadil’s artifact. 
 
    But the Duke stopped for a different reason. 
 
    “What is this?”  
 
    With its spiritual consciousness floating in front of an immense wall of unimaginably complex, see-through, scarlet, interwoven mana, the Duke mused. 
 
    The moment the Duke touched the ominous wall and tried pushing through it, thousands of arrays and formations originating from one, central point, lit up. The Duke widened its purplish eyes in realization and tried to escape, but it was too late. 
 
    An incredible mental pressure surged from the wall of magic and hit the shadow so hard that the spell the Duke was using on Asterios broke in an instant, launching the it out of Ast's mind.  
 
    The girls heard a deep, loud, soul-shaking scream and all the tendrils coiling around Asterios retracted into the Duke’s body, letting it back to the ground. The spiritual storm dispersed in a blink and even the sky turned back to its natural color.  
 
    The Duke’s figure still towered over Asterios, but they couldn’t spot the eyes now as the shadow stood there unmoving, its ghostly body fluttering in wisps of smoke. 
 
    A moment later, they reappeared again, staring straight into Ast’s crimson ones. The two stood there, gazing into each other for good thirty seconds before the Duke spoke again. 
 
    ~You passed. It seems that you are even more interesting than I first assumed, Asterios. I do not mind serving under you.~ 
 
    “Is that related to the weird force suddenly rolling through my whole mind?” 
 
    ~Although I’ve only learned about it just now, yes. That’s a truly impressive Memory Seal you have there. One can’t help but wonder how and why it came to be. Even at my full strength, it would be troublesome for me to unravel it.~ 
 
    Asterios furrowed his eyebrows. Memory Seal? Things were getting increasingly mysterious and unbelievable with each passing minute. He shook his head and pushed the thoughts about it aside. The Duke’s presence was still waning. They could speak after the contract was completed. 
 
    Without any further issues, Asterios was able to go through all the steps of contracting a summon very quickly. Besides his own essence as the demand, the Duke asked Asterios to let him learn all his secrets along with him, and for the essence of all intelligent entities they would kill on their path. 
 
    Since the latter part could be translated into the Duke devouring the souls of any humanoid they would kill, Asterios strongly negotiated for him to have a say in which soul could be devoured and that it wasn’t always guaranteed. The Duke yielded fairly easily. 
 
    After the ritual was completed and Ast’s Summoner Brand appeared somewhere above the Duke’s purplish, misty eyes, Selene and Miria walked closer to the two, a bit less wary of the entity now. 
 
    “Did it work?” Asterios asked him. 
 
    The Duke’s body fluttered for a moment before it answered. ~It seems that the connection between our realms is now stable. I no longer feel the pull from my world and I’m not losing my strength just from being here. But it doesn’t look like I will be able to utilize all of my power. That much was to be expected.~ 
 
    Asterios nodded and Miria stepped closer to hug his arm. He brushed through her hair with his hand and pecked her cheek. They nuzzled their faces together. He knew how worried she had been through this whole thing.  
 
    After letting him scratch her ears for a while, Miria turned her gaze to the Duke. “Even though the Duke is now our companion, seeing a four-meter-tall pillar of seeping shadow is still scary.” 
 
    Before Asterios could answer, the Duke’s body started to get sucked into a single point until all of it gathered into a head-sized ball of black smoke. A moment later, it opened and a big, shadowy raven with purplish, smoking eyes flew forward to perch on Ast’s shoulder. 
 
    ~Is this better?~ 
 
    Everyone was surprised, but not by the Duke’s transformation. It was its voice. 
 
    While previously it sounded like coming from some grand, ancient being with how booming and domineering it was, now, the Duke spoke to them in a soft, neutral, and completely androgynous tone, even a little pleasant to listen to. 
 
    Seeing their gazes, the Duke tilted its head like a normal bird. ~What? My body is shadow. I can shapeshift into anything I want.~ 
 
    “But… your voice?” Miria asked timidly. 
 
    ~This is my original voice. I’m genderless, you know? I only use that one when I must speak to others. A powerful voice has the best effect. How do you think they would react hearing this soft tone from a millennia-old shadowy monster? I would lose all the respect in my realm.~ 
 
    Asterios and the girls looked at each other, then at the raven on his shoulder, and chuckled at each other. The Duke just kept tilting its head at them. 
 
    ~It’s great that you guys are having fun, but there’s one more thing to do.~ 
 
    “Which is?” Selene asked. 
 
    ~I need a name, obviously. I can’t forever go by the Duke of Umbra. It worked back at home where no one had names besides the strongest beings, but it’s different in mortal realms, no?~ 
 
    They nodded and started thinking. Everyone wanted to come up with something fitting their new companion. After three minutes, Miria spoke up. 
 
    “Ummm… Since you are called the Duke of Umbra, why not use the latter part of it? It kind of suits you, being all about darkness and such.” 
 
    ~Umbra, huh? Hmmm… I guess it does sound nice. And I’m already partially used to it. Umbra it is then.~ 
 
    “Great. I hope everyone will be able to get along.”  
 
    Asterios reached out and tried petting the shadowy Umbra. To his surprise, it worked, and he could graze its figure with his fingers. He was curious to learn how Umbra’s body worked. 
 
    ~Worry not, Master. I have no intentions of harming your other companions. It is of no benefit to me.~ 
 
    Miria and Selene visibly relaxed. Even though they knew it wouldn’t really go against Asterios now after forming the contract, hearing it from Umbra had a much stronger effect. 
 
    "Ummm... I think I agree with Umbra on its ancient voice fitting the image better... After experiencing that impressive pressure from before... This child-like tone doesn't really seem to cut it, ehehe~" The panthergirl giggled timidly. 
 
    "I agree." Selene nodded. 
 
    ~Alright. How about... this. It's a bit less domineering but still similar.~ Umbra switched midway into a less booming version of its initial tone. 
 
    "I think it's good," Miria commented. "But… How should we address you besides your name? It? I think it sounds a little rude. They? I'm a little confused, ehehe~" 
 
    ~Hmmm... I never really thought about it since the concept of genders doesn't really exist in my realm. Considering Master's memories and the character of my chosen tone, though, I guess 'he' matches this voice? Use whatever you feel comfortable with, honestly. I don't really care.~ 
 
    Everyone nodded and assumed this version just for pure convenience.  
 
    “Good. Let’s drop down on the side and talk a little about ourselves. I’m honestly barely standing after all of this.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
Lord of Shadows 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After walking away from the circle, Asterios wanted to just drop onto the ground, but Miria stopped him and jumped back to her realm, bringing a mat for them to sit on comfortably. Making use of that opportunity, Selene followed suit and brought out chilled juice for everyone. 
 
    After refreshing themselves a little, they looked at Umbra, who hadn't left Ast’s shoulder for even a brief moment, getting petted or scratched with Ast’s fingers from time to time. Miria was starting to get jealous of his ability to change into anything at will and earned herself a chuckle from Selene. 
 
    “So, would you mind letting us know a little more about yourself? And perhaps some of your abilities?” Asterios finally asked, rubbing the top of Umbra’s head with his finger. 
 
    ~You’ve heard the main things. I come from the Nethernight Realm, and I fought my way to the top there to receive the title of the Duke of Umbra, dethroning the previous holder after around two hundred thousand years ago if I’m not mistaken. It’s a hellhole. Complete darkness all the time. But, that’s actually great for me since I was born from shadows, which meant an easier way for me to survive and gain power.~ 
 
    “What do you mean by born from shadows?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    ~Hmmm. I guess it’s hard to explain to a mammal. Some weird essence fluctuation happened and I just… began existing… from the shadows. My natural form is literally an animated shadow as you can see.~ 
 
    “So, like a dungeon?” 
 
    ~Uhhh…~ 
 
    “I guess it’s not that far off,” Asterios butted in. “There surely should be entities back in your realm that are born purely out of essence, Miria. If you were to compare Umbra with anything, I’d say he’s the closest to an Elemental. A high-class one. Elemental of Shadow or something. He can most likely exert control over his own and surrounding shadows, right?” 
 
    ~It is as you say. I have perfect control over the shadow that makes up my body, including its size, density, weight, constitution, and many other aspects. I can also manipulate other shadows in my close vicinity.~ 
 
    After hearing that, they noticed their own shadows starting to fluctuate and get gradually darker. A moment later, extremely sharp, black, ethereal spikes shot out of them and dissipated after a few seconds, getting replaced by wiggly tendrils that started poking their backs. 
 
    “This does seem quite useful and powerful depending on the use. What worries me though, are you able to exist in places without shadows?” Selene asked. 
 
    ~Good question and I don’t suffer from any drawbacks in such places, besides of course not being able to use those non-existent shadows and having some of my ability repertoire restricted. I’m not some weakling to turn completely useless though; I still have my own body and power at my disposal. The worst inconvenience would be my inability to traverse the realm at high speed.~ 
 
    “Inability to traverse the realm? Like, you wouldn’t be able to move far from Master?” 
 
    Before answering, Umbra took off Ast’s shoulder in his raven form and flew up. He made a few circles at different attitudes and then headed towards the nearest tree. Without a sound or any visual effect, his silhouette suddenly disappeared after diving straight into the ground. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Miria flinched a little when something bolted out of the middle of their mat, just from behind the glass jar with apple juice. A black shape appeared from that very faint shadow and quickly took the form of a raven, revealing that it was Umbra.  
 
    He then spun around and dove into Selene’s shadow just to appear from Ast’s one. As he repeated that motion a few times, they were able to see how Umbra quickly moved between various spots covered by shadows, be it close around them or far near the line of trees. 
 
    “So, you can move between places that have any shadow,” Asterios commented after Umbra perched on his shoulder again. “Quite amazing. What about the night? And are there any limits to this?” 
 
    ~I came from a realm of eternal darkness so it’s obvious that I would be able to do the same without any source of light. It’s actually the best as I can disappear and materialize myself back pretty much anywhere, and naturally, my power is enhanced too, as I mentioned earlier. As for the limits, I can travel to any spot I’ve previously visited in a blink, but without that, I can make two-hundred-meter jumps at most.~ 
 
    “That’s amazing! Wouldn’t it be great to quickly deliver messages to those you can’t contact telepathically, Master?” Miria beamed Asterios a smile while her tail danced gleefully behind her back. 
 
    “I guess that’s true if Umbra wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    ~All my abilities are for you to command and make full use of them. I would be inconsiderate to think that I know the best as it’s most likely my first time in this realm, thus worry not, Master, and feel free to use my power in the most efficient way you can think of.~ 
 
    Selene raised her hand to capture their attention. “I’m wondering if Umbra can use your memories to travel to places you’ve been. You two are now connected and also can share minds, right?” 
 
    “Good thinking, Selene. Care to test that out, Umbra?” 
 
    ~With pleasure.~ 
 
    Asterios broadened their connection as much as possible and linked their minds, which was achieved very quickly and easily due to Umbra's specialization in mentality. Asterios reminded himself to mention that topic after their little experiment. 
 
    ~It seems that I’m not only able to traverse to the places you’ve visited, but I somehow can pop out of the shadows of people you’ve been in close contact with, Master. From your memories, these individuals seem to be named Kindra, Ellie, Tina, Grea, Rudy, Roalt, Venera, and Truvi. Interesting. Is that the benefit of our bond?~ 
 
    “If not for Mr. Roalt, one could assume that Umbra can visit every member of your harem, my Lord, fufufufu~” Selene chuckled softly with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Selene, please.” Asterios rolled his eyes at her. “So, how does this work exactly?” 
 
    ~I can check on these individuals from here, travel into their shadows to hide there and pop out whenever I want. It’s like they are my mobile anchors in addition to all the static ones in the places you have visited. I wonder what’s the principle behind that and why it’s exactly these people.~ 
 
    “Hmmm… I have no idea. Well, let’s give it a try then. But before…” 
 
    ~Grea, are you busy right now?~ Asterios decided it would be wise to give his former professor a heads up. 
 
    ~Nah, just chillin’ over a report, why?~ 
 
    ~Just make sure you are not holding anything fragile and you’ll see.~ 
 
    ~Alright… What are you—AH!~ 
 
    A surprised yelp resounded in Ast’s head shortly after Umbra dove into his shadow, announcing his arrival on the other side.  
 
    Asterios focused his mind and noticed that he could clearly see through the eyes of his shadowy familiar, or rather, he was able to feel as if he were the one floating in front of Grea’s face right now, with some weird effects over his vision and hearing, of course. 
 
    ~Greetings mortal. I’ve come to pass you my regards on behalf of my new master,~ Umbra spoke in his ancient-sounding voice. 
 
    “What in the name of a cockload of virgin realms is this?!”  Grea shouted at the shadowy raven as her Third Eye opened involuntarily, what Asterios perceived in a slightly distorted fashion.  
 
    Her special eye suddenly twitched and closed abruptly. She groaned in pain and covered her forehead with her hand. 
 
    ~I would advise you against trying to pry into my source, mortal. It’s not something the likes of you can handle.~ 
 
    Asterios noticed Grea reaching for her wand and decided to intervene.  
 
    ~Alright, that’s enough. I didn’t send you there to intimidate my friend, Umbra. Forgive him, Grea, he’s not used to speaking with people in this realm.~ 
 
    Umbra flew down and perched himself on a counter. ~I apologize, Master. It was not my intention to scare anyone. My words were meant purely as a warning and spoken out of concern for the well-being of your friend.~ 
 
    Grea had heard all of that and was still a little bit tense, but slowly regaining her composure. She took a deep breath and sat down on a stool by the counter where Umbra had landed. 
 
    “So, I assume you can hear me through this shadowy raven, right Ast? Care to tell me then WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO THIS TIME?! First that weird burning and now this? I can’t even look at it with my Third Eye without getting an instant headache! Fucking gods… And what the hell is wrong with all that mortal talk?” 
 
    ~Was I wrong to assume that beings in this realm are of a limited lifespan?~ Umbra asked. 
 
    “Uhhh… No? Are you implying that you are immortal?” 
 
    ~That is true. I cannot perish from old age. I’ve already lived through a few millennia.~ 
 
    “Oh, fuck me sideways in the ass with a dragon’s tail…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled seeing Grea so gobsmacked. He quickly filled the researcher in on the situation by mentioning just a few main details and leaving the longer discussion for later. 
 
    “You are really something else, man. An immortal eldritch monstrosity straight from a cursed and sealed abyss? What’s next? Are you going to summon a god and bind them to yourself? You are not secretly planning to destroy this realm, are you?” Grea spoke afterward.  
 
    The wide grin on her face betrayed how amused she was, contradictory to the nature of her question. 
 
    ~I assure you that’s not my goal, hahaha. I have no idea what is happening either, but there definitely is something going on in the background. We still have to discuss that weird outburst, and now I’ve also learned that there’s a powerful seal on my early memories. You were actually somehow right about them being tampered with.~ 
 
    “What in the world… And again, I haven’t noticed a single thing. Each time we speak since that day, I’m feeling more and more inferior while the Third Eye of our race is said to not have anything it can't discover. It’s driving me crazy, man. You are literally turning everything we know on its head. You gotta finish that business of yours and visit me again. I’m literally dying to learn more.” 
 
    ~I promise to do so, Grea. We’ll be visiting Teira next. I wanted to summon something good in scouting first. You know I would come to you instantly if I could.~ 
 
    ~I might be able to help with that soon,~ Umbra joined in on their conversation. 
 
    Grea and Asterios then watched as the raven trotted over the counter towards a glass flask, expanded its size to be bigger than it, and swallowed the container with its body. Then, in the shape of a formless ball, Umbra disappeared in a nearby shadow, just to pop out back by Ast’s side. 
 
    Everyone's eyes widened when they saw Umbra uncover the glass flask by retracting his shadowy body, leaving it on the mat in the middle of them. 
 
    ~Oi. Did that creepy bird just do what I think it did?~ Grea’s voice resounded in Ast’s head. 
 
    ~I’m pretty sure that’s right… It’s literally in front of me...~ 
 
    Asterios then turned to look at Umbra. “Can you…” 
 
    ~Non-living and soulless things are all I can move at the moment, unfortunately. But I’m sure that the longer I stay by your side and keep receiving your essence, I should be able to carry a single individual with me too. I can’t give the estimate though. My sincerest apologies. I'm quite limited in this realm currently.~ 
 
    “No, no, no, that’s already insane, don’t apologize. I still can’t believe this… But well, I guess I shouldn’t be that surprised when I’m literally using interdimensional portals to bring other beings into my realm. Would you mind returning that piece of equipment to her?” 
 
    Umbra swallowed the flask again and jumped back. Asterios confirmed his arrival through his eyes and watched Grea examine the glass container the moment it popped back at her place. 
 
    “Anything else you want to surprise me with, or can I finally faint from my brain getting overloaded by the absurdity of everything that has just transpired?” 
 
    ~I think I’ll let you rest for now, hahaha.~ 
 
    “Good. I need a loooooooooooooong session with my wand to unwind right now and you’d be wise not to interrupt a lady in crisis. Unless you are into that, of course.” 
 
    ~I’ll be sure not to bother you. Ah, don’t forget about the Alcove of Serenity!~ 
 
    He wasn’t sure if she had paid any attention to his last words as Grea dragged herself out of the current room while grabbing her wavy hand from another counter and muttering something about fucking immortals, shadows, abyss, gods, and many other things under her breath. 
 
    “Alright. Umbra, I understand that you want to keep your image of an ancient, powerful, abyssal being, but please, at least try not to intimidate my mother and closest friends. Everyone else is fine. Just tone down that mortal talk and domineering tone.” 
 
    ~I’ll be careful next time,~ he answered in his less booming voice. 
 
    “Then, one more thing. We haven’t yet discussed your mental abilities and I’m sure there should be something, considering our little test from before and how developed your mental presence is.” 
 
    ~Yes, I do specialize in mental attacks, besides making use of my shadows. Darkness, void, nothingness are the things most beings fear the most as they are associated with the unknown. That allowed me to develop my mental techniques to efficiently torment the minds of others, also partially resulting in some illusionary abilities. I can easily confuse one’s senses with just my presence alone and exert mental pressure on them with my shadow, as you’ve experienced it yourself, Master. I’m fairly skilled in getting into others’ minds and making good use of the opportunities presented by such an invasion. You can say that I specialize in stealth and mental warfare, but I’m not lacking the fighting capability.~ 
 
    “Isn’t that great, my Lord? We’ve gotten ourselves the means to extract information from our opponents. That’s a very valuable skill. I’m sure it will prove useful a lot in the future. And it would be logical to assume that Umbra is also well-versed in defensive techniques, right?” Selene joined in. 
 
    ~Of course. Our master’s mind is strong, but I can further enhance his and all your capabilities, supplying additional means of safety from mental attacks. As long as I’m nearby, naturally.~ 
 
    “And that reminds me, I’ve finally started to notice some strain on my circuits after all this time. It seems that Umbra is powerful enough to have some influence on them with all three of you summoned at the same time. I don’t feel like it’s that significant, but it’s there, nevertheless. Just something to keep in mind as we travel or do other things. I’ll have to start managing the time all of you are out at once.” 
 
    Miria’s ears lowered a little after hearing that and Asterios didn’t miss it. He moved closer to her side and pulled her into a hug, starting to brush through her smooth hair. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about it. I’ll always let you stay with me whenever you want. It’s very lonely without you around anyway.” 
 
    Miria smiled softly as a faint blush crept onto her cheeks and she nuzzled her face into Ast’s neck. After enjoying his fingers for a brief moment, she sneaked a peck onto his cheek and pulled away, resting her head on his shoulder and glancing at Selene, who nodded at her faintly. 
 
    They chatted casually for a while longer and decided to wrap up here. Selene took care of the remains of the summoning circle with the help of Umbra. They got rid of any remaining powder, pushed the ground a meter down, and covered it with another layer of grass Selene picked up from somewhere else. It wasn’t necessary, but it was a good exercise to check Umbras shadows. 
 
    Someone might get a little confused when they would stumble on a completely charred patch of terrain and then somehow walk into a spot with reworked earth. The chances of that weren’t high but weren’t zero either. Magicians testing out their spells weren’t anything rare anyway. 
 
    Selene and Umbra jumped back to their realms, with the latter just diving into a random shadow, saying that this was how he could travel between those two worlds. It was peculiar, but at the same time, Asterios remembered that Umbra had not come out of a usual gate, as the girls had later relayed to him what he had missed with his eyes closed. 
 
    Riding on Miria’s back, he arrived back in Tyrienheim in a flash. She was getting faster and stronger at a quicker pace thanks to them working together almost all the time, allowing Miria to absorb more of Ast’s energy and essence, improving her body and soul.  
 
    She was eager to boost it even further with other means, but she was still unable to completely get rid of her shyness so easily at any given moment. Even if her body wished for it, her mind was just not on par with the idea of asking for it out of the blue.  
 
    She was also wondering when Selene would finally make her move. If only she could shapeshift too, they would be able to spend more time together, as she did.  
 
    Nevertheless, they switched to walking after passing through the gate and strolled towards Ast’s new house together. Miria used that opportunity to chat a little more and tried to sneakily prod him about Selene and what he thought of her. Unfortunately for Miria, it would be weird for Asterios not to notice her attempts. She rarely talked about Selene like that. 
 
    Having an idea of what she could be aiming for, he obviously answered truthfully and only confirmed what Miria already knew. He certainly enjoyed Selene’s company and liked their teasing banter. It wasn’t necessary to mention that as a woman, she was a real beauty, a different kind from Miria. She was more of a refined lady with a calm demeanor while the panthergirl was an enthusiastic girl full of curiosity and vigor. 
 
    Asterios made sure to let Miria clearly know that he wouldn’t mind getting closer to Selene, but she shouldn’t pressure their companion into anything, making her realize that she had been discovered with her intentions from the very beginning.  
 
    Seeing her all flustered and tense, he couldn’t help but sneak a kiss on Miria’s lips, causing her to jump in surprise and hide her face in his chest as they were in the middle of the main road. After she finally calmed down again, she promised not to bother Selene too much and they entered the house.  
 
    Not like she could do much anyway. It was all up to the fox lady when she wanted to finally step forward. 
 
    It was late afternoon when they returned, and nobody was home. Seeing that, Asterios pondered for a moment and then called Umbra. 
 
    “I feel kind of bad doing something like this literally on the day I’ve received the ability to do so, but would you mind checking on my mother for me?” 
 
    He nodded his black beak and disappeared into Ast’s shadow. A moment later, Asterios heard back from his new companion. 
 
    ~She seems to be attending some kind of a tea party. With two other women, much older than herself. If I’m not mistaken, they are her sisters.~ 
 
    “She didn’t say anything about an invitation, huh.” 
 
    Asterios tuned in on the conversation through Umbra and immediately grimaced. It was clear that it wasn’t a friendly party with all sisters present for their reunion. Even though the pretense was there, he could clearly see how much venom the two crones were spouting towards his mother, fitting insults between the lines of their random chattering.  
 
    He did not know how and why his mother had found herself there, but it wouldn’t be a surprise if the two somehow pulled her in. And while trying to act like it didn’t bother her, showing a wry smile all the time, Kindra surely wasn’t enjoying the atmosphere. 
 
    After another round of giggling, Cerina turned to face Ast’s mother. “So, have you finally decided? I believe you had enough time for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sister, but… I don’t think Father wouldn’t be able to notice… He is a smart man… We should really—” 
 
    “Enough! That is not for you to worry about. All you must do is to agree to inherit the trade and we will take care of the rest. While you will be free to play house with that orphan you’ve picked up, we’ll properly manage it between ourselves. If you do well and won’t peek your head out of your hole, we might even pass on you a bit of the earnings. Not that bad of a deal, right?” 
 
    “But… You don’t know the jewelry market goo—” 
 
    “Silence, you wench!” Latua interrupted her. “How dare you spit in the face of your sister by rejecting such a great offer! Or do you still think you are better than us? The business will do much better in our hands than yours!” 
 
    Asterios couldn’t listen to it anymore. Sensing his emotions rising, Umbra was starting to materialize himself behind Kindra, but he quickly stopped his familiar. 
 
    ~Attacking them will only bring more hate onto my mother. Tell me, can you move freely through the mansion?~ 
 
    ~With ease.~ 
 
    ~Try to find my mother’s father.~ 
 
    As instructed, Umbra started jumping from shadow to shadow and searching for the man. Shortly after beginning, he found him in his office, going through some documents by his desk. 
 
    Noticing an ominous dark shadow seeping from the ground and gathering up, James flinched and abruptly stood up, reaching for the ornamental sword hanging on a wall behind his back. 
 
    ~There’s no need to panic, Grandfather,~ Asterios made Umbra mimic his voice and used it to communicate with the man. 
 
    James stopped his movements and watched as the shadow formed into a humanoid figure. 
 
    “Asterios? Is that you?” 
 
    ~Partially. I’m speaking to you through one of my familiar’s abilities. But that’s not of importance right now. Go to the western wing and stop in front of the furthermost guest chamber on the left. Do not enter. Just listen. You might learn about something important.~ 
 
    The shadow plummeted into the ground and disappeared after finishing speaking to him. James was confused at first but decided to heed Ast’s advice and headed out of his office. 
 
    Meanwhile, Umbra arrived back in Kindra’s shadow. The two sisters were still pressuring her to agree.  
 
    Then, she suddenly heard Ast’s voice in her head. 
 
    ~I apologize for what I’m about to do, Mom, but just trust me, okay?~ 
 
    She slightly jumped from surprise and checked if her sisters heard anything, but it seemed that they hadn't. Kindra thought to herself for a moment and then faintly nodded her head, unsure if Asterios could hear her thoughts. He, in fact, couldn’t, as it was Umbra who had delivered the message. 
 
    That small gesture was enough though and in the next moment, she felt herself losing the grip on her own body, being reduced to the role of a spectator. It was a scary feeling, but she trusted Asterios wholeheartedly. 
 
    Kindra straightened her posture and the air around her had visibly changed. Maybe the two sisters would have noticed that fact if they weren’t so busy insulting Ast’s mother while giggling at each other. Thanks to that, the situation was perfect. And the guest of honor had just arrived. 
 
    “Well then, sisters. I think what you came up with is really great for me, now that I thought about it a little,” Kindra spoke up. 
 
    “Took you long enough. We wouldn’t have to waste so much time here if you had realized that quicker,” Latua sneered at her. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry for that. Then, would you mind advising me on what I should exactly do now? Since it’s your great plan, I’m a little afraid I won’t be able to understand it clearly if you don’t remind me of all the crucial steps.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s good that you know your place. Firstly, go to that old geezer and tell him that you changed your mind and want to inherit the jewelry trade. Since he already was all over you with it before, I think even you can pull that off, right?” Cerina snorted before continuing. 
 
    “But, when he brings out the deed and signs it, tell him that you want to get your useless bastard to sign it with you as your representative, so you want him to write an annotation about that. With the deed ready, just come to us and we will sign the two spots ourselves, effectively becoming the owners. Simple, right?” 
 
    Kindra nodded. 
 
    “Whenever he asks about it, just say that things are doing fine. He will never check on your work. He never did. Be good and we might send you some allowance from time to time, ufufufufu~” Cerina finished her explanation. 
 
    “Ummm… And how much would that be exactly?” 
 
    “What? Suddenly getting ideas about money, wench? Did picking up that trash from the ground make you a little bolder now? Be happy we are not asking you to hand over literally everything you own like in the past. Not like a runaway failure like you would have anything worthwhile on her now. Or are you hiding something from us again?” Latua interjected. 
 
    “Certainly not, sisters. I’ve given you everything already before I ran away.” 
 
    “Good. Then we are finally done here. Be quick. Oh, and keep that rabid dog far away from us. The next time he even tries to look at one of us with a frown, we’ll send a group of thugs after him, and you don’t want that, do you?” 
 
    Kindra didn’t answer and stood up at the same time as her sisters. She bowed her head a little as they left while giggling and chatting with each other.  
 
    With them gone, Umbra released the hold on her and stopped following Ast’s commands and words. She shivered a little and fell back into her chair. 
 
    “What did just happen?” she spoke to herself, half-expecting to hear Ast’s voice again. 
 
    Yet, what responded to her was not a voice but the sound of the nearby door opening and someone stepping into the room. 
 
    “Father?” Kindra’s eyes widened. 
 
    A sad smile painted the man’s face. “Oh, my dear… I believe we have a lot to talk about…” 
 
    Asterios recalled Umbra to leave them with some privacy and sighed heavily after returning his mind to his own body. Opening his eyes, he noticed Miria sitting by his side on the bed and holding his hand, curled into a fist. 
 
    Seeing him back, she slowly leaned closer and softly joined their lips together, warily observing Ast’s reaction. He let her shower him in faint pecks and responded with the same. After a short while, he moved back and began scratching behind her ears. 
 
    “Sorry for making you worry. Did I look that distressed?” 
 
    “You seemed angry. Sometimes you even squeezed your fists really hard. Did something happen? Is… Mom... okay?” 
 
    Asterios smiled faintly seeing Miria’s timid attempt at calling Kindra mom and pecked her lips once more. “Yeah, she’s fine. We’ve run into a bit of trouble, but it should be getting fixed soon. I made sure of that.” 
 
    She nodded and silence fell between them until Miria decided to speak up again. 
 
    “Ummm… Want to… take a shower together?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled inwardly and quickly scooped her up into a princess carry. 
 
    “With pleasure,” he answered and walked towards the bathroom with Miria in his hands. Her tail danced gleefully as she rested her cheek against his collarbone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
A Princess Out of Hell 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios carried Miria through a few corridors and soon arrived in front of the bathroom. On his way there, he asked Umbra to keep an eye on his mother, but without eavesdropping on her. He was sure they would talk about the whole thing after she returned. 
 
    Getting inside and closing the door behind him with some slight issues, Asterios glanced down. Miria was so lost in his embrace, she had her eyes closed and hadn't even noticed them already reaching their destination. A faint but blissful smile decorated her adorable face. 
 
    To not startle her, he leaned his head closer to hers and softly blew over Miria’s ear, making it twitch in response. She lifted her eyelids and their gazes met for a brief moment before Miria’s eyes scanned their surroundings. Finally making her way back to his face, she blushed heavily, realizing the situation. 
 
    Asterios let her down and they stood in front of each other in silence. Miria moved her arms behind her back to shyly knead her tail while she snuck glances at Ast’s face. He still was baffled by how this unimaginably timid girl could turn into a straightforward and aggressive predator under the full moon. 
 
    But, neither back in the room nor right now, Asterios didn’t sense any clear lust through their open connection, and he was sure they would end up just standing there like this for hours if he didn’t take the initiative. That was just how Miria was without the boost in confidence coming from her racial traits, and fortunately or not, it was not a full moon tonight. 
 
    Therefore, he made a short step forward to make his way closer to the panthergirl and slowly approached her lips. Miria didn’t back away and waited patiently for the incoming kiss with her cheeks flushed. It soon arrived and Asterios peppered her lips with a few slow and delicate pecks. 
 
    He drew back after a short while and smiled at her. “I’ll go first. Join me whenever you are ready.”  
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he pulled off all his upper clothing and placed it on a wooden box standing near the sink.  
 
    The bathroom in their new house wasn’t very spacious but couldn’t be called small either. There was enough space to place a sink, a tub, a shower, and leave enough room to walk between each of them comfortably. 
 
    He moved closer to the shower and activated the runestones responsible for generating water and heating it. Such quality-of-life systems weren’t exactly rare, but you couldn’t find them everywhere. Naturally, in a city like Tyrienheim, it would be weird if most houses didn’t have such features, not even mentioning the villas and mansions. 
 
    Pulling down his pants too, Asterios glanced back over his shoulder and found Miria still standing in the same spot. She noticed his gaze and quickly averted her eyes. He chuckled a little bit. She was just too precious. 
 
    Enough time had passed for the water collected in a metal tank to be properly heated, so he dropped his underwear too and entered the shower, releasing the stream with a flick of a single valve, turning it just enough to let the water flow at a pace allowing the magic stone to fill up the tank before all of it ran out. 
 
    It took Miria around two minutes to break from the trance of just gazing at Asterios under the shower. She shook her head and took her own clothes off too, placing them over his.  
 
    Still a little bit reserved, Miria carefully stepped inside. 
 
    Asterios of course noticed her approach but didn’t turn around, letting Miria’s shyness slowly fade down on its own. He soon felt her slightly cushioned palms on his back and smiled. 
 
    “Let me wash your back first, Master.” 
 
    Already expecting that request, he prepared a sponge beforehand and handed it to Miria over his shoulder. She quickly accepted it and started to take care of his back while he washed his hair. 
 
    Seeing him closing his eyes after she finished, Miria smiled faintly and gracefully moved to Ast’s front to scrub it too.  
 
    Even though they had bathed together a few times already and had partaken in much more intimate things, she still couldn’t help but be a bit embarrassed to be seen by him completely naked in such a situation and really appreciated Asterios playing along with her timidness.  
 
    But she had promised herself to get over it as much as she could and she wouldn’t go back on her resolution. 
 
    Finishing with his front too, Miria placed the sponge on a little wooden shelf and slowly hugged Asterios, pulling herself closer until their bodies were against each other. 
 
    “Could you help me with my hair and fur, Master?” she spoke, staring at his face. 
 
    She then giggled quietly seeing how Asterios tried to reach for the bottle of shampoo from memory. 
 
    “You can open your eyes. I’m fine now. Thank you for your concern, Master, but as my mate, you have all the right to see everything.” 
 
    Prompted by Miria’s words, Ast’s eyelids slowly lifted, and he was greeted by her rosy face right in front of his, with their gazes instantly interlocked. Miria pushed forward and pecked his lips on her own, hiding in his neck afterward. 
 
    While she cooled down a little, he properly reached for the bottle and poured some shampoo onto his hands. Miria stepped back a bit and let him carefully wash her hair. She couldn’t stop shivering from the extremely pleasant sensation whenever he scratched behind her ears with both hands. 
 
    After having her head rinsed, she turned around and rested her back on Ast’s chest. That allowed him to reach for her arms and wash them with shampoo too while rubbing his cheek against hers from the side. She purred audibly and nuzzled it back against his. She loved the gentle caresses he was showering her in.  
 
    With the fur on Miria’s arms done, Asterios stepped back and moved to her front, which made Miria instantly cover her lower body with her hands. He chuckled knowing what they were hiding and that it wasn’t what most of the other people would think of. 
 
    Hearing that light stifle of laughter, Miria giggled back at him and did her best to move her hands away and behind her. Asterios pecked her cheek and kneeled, bringing forth one of his hands while looking up at her. 
 
    Miria instantly caught on and set her left foot on it, letting Asterios take care of her calf and thigh with his other hand. Such a position was very embarrassing for her, especially knowing that he had a perfect angle to look at everything from bottom to top, but she forced herself to stay still.  
 
    Asterios swiftly dealt with her left leg, and they switched to the right one. While taking care of either, she didn’t catch his eyes wandering towards her privates even once, which made Miria happy, but at the same time disappointed. Not with him but with herself. Knowing well that while she was fighting against her shyness, he must have been fighting against the urge to look too.  
 
    Miria’s mother had told her that it was close to impossible for men not to stare and she would even have to bring her father out of his daze with a good smack. Yet, Asterios had just finished washing both of her legs and was standing up without ever doing so, gazing at her face with a warm smile. 
 
    Before she could say anything, he suddenly sealed her lips with his. Her eyes widened a little. Then, they widened even more when she realized that this had been just a distraction and Ast’s fingers found their way to the little patch of black fur over her pubic region and were gently taking care of it. 
 
    She surrendered her fate to him, but as with all the earlier actions, Asterios didn’t have any improper intentions this time too and he took away his hand at the same time as he ended their passionate kiss. Seeing his clearly mischievous smirk, she pouted openly, and they both laughed. 
 
    “How can you hold back this much, Master? Are humans that different from us?” 
 
    “Well, as far as I know, our libido doesn’t really grow as much as yours, but it’s not like I’m having an easy time, you know? I’m in the bath with a beautiful girl with perfect supple curves and a deliciously toned body. Even with my mental fortitude, it’s almost unbearable to constantly look straight up, but I’d rather do my best to make you feel comfortable and enjoy this pleasant shower together. Yet… I can’t control everything.” 
 
    Glancing a little lower, Miria’s cheeks flushed even more. She quickly raised her eyes and smiled bashfully. 
 
    “Well… I just looked, so… It’s only fair if you do too…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled, stepped closer, and placed his hands on Miria’s hips. She put her palms over his chest and they both leaned their foreheads against each other, finishing the motion with a very short kiss. 
 
    “Now we both can take a look at the same time,” he said, and they both lowered their gazes. 
 
    They were both glancing down for a moment, then moving their eyes up, exchanging a few loving pecks under a warm stream of water, and returning to looking at each other. This kind of mutual activity somehow managed to help Miria push back her shyness away bit by bit and she felt herself growing slightly more accustomed to the situation. 
 
    Finally, after the mana infused into the runestones ran out, Miria hugged Asterios very tightly and presented him with the last, most sensual kiss she could muster. 
 
    “Thank you for this,” she whispered. 
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
    They used towels to dry each other’s hair and wipe their bodies. Miria’s tail returned to its gleeful dances the moment he took care of it with a little bit of Livelihood Magic. She couldn’t stop trembling during the entire process of him applying heated air on it, whimpering from time to time, and making Asterios chuckle. 
 
    As he dressed up in a fresh pair of underwear and pants, she jumped to her realm to pick up her own and soon returned wearing tight but comfortable shorts and something women called a battle bra—underwear similar to a much shorter tank-top in the same fashion as the shorts.  
 
    That combination gave Miria’s athletic body even more appeal and Asterios couldn’t help but carry her in his arms back to the room as they exchanged some more pecks. 
 
    “Mom is not home yet?” Miria asked after they arrived in Ast’s room, not sensing any other presence. 
 
    ~She is still talking with her father,~ Umbra notified them. 
 
    “Well, I believe they do have a lot to talk about so she might be coming back late if anytime today. We’ll just wait and see. She should be fine now but keep monitoring her just in case,” Asterios said. 
 
    “Then, why won’t we chat until then or until we are sure she will stay for the night? For example, about Princess Kaguya. I’m sure Selene would love to hear more,” Miria suggested. 
 
    A crimson gate rose from the ground before Asterios could answer and the person in question walked out of it with a disapproving look.  
 
    At least that was how she wanted it to be perceived, but the slightly curled corner of Selene’s mouth betrayed her true feelings. 
 
    “Honestly, only you could destroy such a perfect mood by bringing up another woman, Miria. You should have just embraced him and left that for tomorrow, you silly girl.” 
 
    Miria lowered her gaze and giggled quietly. Asterios brushed through her hair and chuckled too. 
 
    “Now, now. The cat is already out of the bag, so let’s just continue. Or should I say fox?” Miria snickered a little and Selene couldn’t help but smirk. “Anyway, I’m sure we are all curious about this so would you mind sharing what you know, Umbra?” 
 
    The black, misty raven materialized from Ast’s shadow and perched on a nearby desk as everyone else sat on the bed together. 
 
    ~Not that much actually, but I certainly don’t take kindly to that wench and it’s hard not to judge her whole kind at the same time.~ 
 
    He then turned his beak towards Selene. 
 
    ~I truly hope you will prove me wrong, and I will be glad to take back that statement. But don’t worry, I will not treat you with prejudice. Being accepted by Master already provides a sliver of hope that you are nothing like that smug and arrogant bitch.~ 
 
    Selene’s ears slightly flopped down, and her gaze wandered away. Everyone understood why in a blink. Before anyone could say anything, a burst of lively laughter echoed in their heads. 
 
    ~Hahaha! If you think that little stunt you pulled on Master during your summoning was arrogant then you are so overestimating yourself! It can’t even compare to the vanity of your ancestor. I wouldn’t have said anything about hope if that was so.~ 
 
    Selene was clearly relieved to hear that, but she still felt bad for the first impression she had made on Asterios. She always came back to that day in her thoughts, finding faults with herself instead of blaming it on irritation and other strong emotions from the mental burnout caused by years of fruitless research. 
 
    ~Let me tell you a story then. It happened around three or four hundred years ago. I was minding my own business in the Nethernight Realm, you know, fighting off challengers for my title, when the very fabric of our dimension started cracking. I’m fairly sure most of the residents noticed it and everyone swarmed towards it without thinking, hoping to get out of that cursed place, including me, of course. But alas… It was not meant to be…~ 
 
    Strong malicious intent surged from Umbra’s body for a split second, just enough for them to notice it before he sucked it in and continued. 
 
    ~With a blinding flash of azure light, a white-haired woman appeared, pushing most of us away with a powerful wave of spiritual energy.~ 
 
    “That’s definitely her! She was still alive! How many tails did she have behind her back?” 
 
    Asterios couldn't help but chuckle at Miria’s enthusiasm. One could think it would be Selene to be extremely excited to hear about a prominent figure of her race, but some random Pantherkin was fawning over Kaguya much more than her descendant. Asterios could tell Selene was listening very closely, though. 
 
    ~She was very much alive at that point. And I’m pretty sure it was seven but it’s hard to count when they all wiggle and move without stopping. Nevertheless, the crack disappeared, and she was as stuck inside as we were. No one knew what was the point of breaking into a sealed space but we all understood when we saw her smile.~ 
 
    They could notice the smoking shadow making Umbra’s body tremble. 
 
    ~She was in it for fun. And by fun, I mean massacring anyone and anything she found on her path. For two years, she kept killing and killing and killing everything that moved with a wide grin on her face and none of us could beat her. Whenever we gained an upper hand with numbers and wounded her a lot, a weird, flaming barrier would envelop her body and heal her back to full. She was relentless and inexhaustible. And what’s the worst, she was a terrible match-up for me with her strong mental fortitude.~ 
 
    Everyone’s gazes moved to Selene, and she shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. I know nothing about such an ability. And I’m fairly sure neither does the Matriarch. I don’t remember Kaguya’s records ever mentioning any fire-based ones too so this could very well be an artifact or something. Or she grew much stronger outside of our realm.” 
 
    ~Anyway, I barely survived these tedious two years. Then, finally, the whole realm shook and an enormous red claw of some kind of a beast or monster tore through the fabric of space this time, creating another crack in the dimension. Without a second of hesitation, she escaped through it while shouting something about weaklings and disappointment and left our realm. While I can’t say I had many friends in that dark hole of a world, you just don’t take kindly to someone barging into your home and starting to slaughter your kin for their own entertainment. And she did give me a run for my life too.~ 
 
    Everyone fell silent until Selene spoke up. 
 
    “This is nothing like what’s written down about her…” 
 
    ~Do you doubt my testimony, descendant?~ 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I have no reason to. And that’s why I’m very shaken. Kaguya was always a figure of power but also virtue. Your story portrays her more like a battle-crazy maniac… But now that I consider it, the many accidental releases of her power in our realm might not have been that accidental…” 
 
    “Do you think she intentionally destroyed Mount Fang?” Miria asked. 
 
    “No, I still don’t think she did that intentionally per se. But I can see some fight happening or her growing bored and picking up on any sturdy target in the vicinity, which could have been Mount Fang at that point in time.” 
 
    “That would surely be an eye-opener amongst your tribe if Princess Kaguya turned out to be like that…” 
 
    “I’m fairly convinced no one would believe such things right now, accusing whoever spoke of it of defaming our heroic princess. Don’t forget I was a High Priestess. I know the people.” 
 
    “Was?” Asterios asked, slightly surprised. 
 
    “Ah… It’s nothing, my Lord. A completely unimportant detail. I don’t need that position any more thanks to your help.” 
 
    “I thought you’d still stay one due to your close relationship with the Matriarch and the love for your people. I tried giving you as much free time as I could for that reason.” 
 
    “That was really unnecessary, my Lord. I… Uhhhhh… My reason was… How do I say it…?” 
 
    “Selene quit because she wanted to spend more time around you, Master, so that her condition would improve quicker. Isn’t that right, Selene?” Miria butted in while hugging Ast’s arm and smiled at her. 
 
    “Emm… Yes… I apologize for my selfish behavior…” Selene bowed her head slightly. 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize. I’m not the one controlling your life. Well, not in that way at least. Your decisions are only yours and I have nothing to say on that topic. You should have said so earlier, though. We could have increased the number and intensity of our exercises and I would have gladly called you to accompany the two of us more often.” 
 
    Lifting her head, Selene showed a faint smile and nodded, which Asterios answered with his own smile. But he didn’t notice that this gesture wasn’t meant for him but for Miria who had just sneakily winked at Selene from the side of his face where she nuzzled her cheek against him during his speech. 
 
    “Anyway, back to our Princess, while I do believe your words to be true, Umbra, I would rather not jump to conclusions just from this. That doesn’t mean I choose to push away this revelation and I will surely keep it in mind. I would rather avoid misjudging people from appearances after my previous mistake. There could be some bigger reason behind that,” Selene spoke. 
 
    ~That is fine. I don’t intend to completely change your views on your ancestor, only to let you know how I saw her during my encounter. I just hope that if we ever stumble onto each other again, you will not step between us. I would really hate fighting against my companions. Especially barely after I’ve finally gotten any.~ 
 
    “There’s no need to worry about that. Your personal grievances have nothing to do with me. I’m not some blind fanatic that would throw their life away for someone who is a relic of the past, no matter how famous and revered. And considering the gap in power between me and her, my intervention would most likely have an adverse effect. And… If she proved to be a danger to my Lord… I would most likely end up joining forces with you.” 
 
    Selene’s voice slowed down near the end, but it was back up and filled with determination as she was finishing. Umbra nodded his beak at her, giving respect to that resolve she had shown.  
 
    Asterios was happy to hear that, but at the same time, a little worried she could end up against her whole tribe or realm if things went wrong. Meanwhile, Miria was smiling for a different reason, clearly noticing a different kind of determination and resolve in that statement. 
 
    He then ended up listening to the information on Kaguya from three completely different perspectives—Umbra’s negative experiences, Selene’s ancient records, and Miria’s heroic and overblown tales which made even the fox lady chuckle from the hilarity some of them presented. 
 
    Afterward, Miria suggested he and Selene did the spiritual exercise to start catching up with the time they had lost and both agreed, not wanting to argue with the happy panthergirl. 
 
    The exercise went smoothly albeit not without some sensual moaning. Selene didn’t seem bothered by that anymore, but that couldn’t be said about Miria, whose cheeks quickly turned completely red. 
 
    While Asterios was gently combing through Selene’s tail after they were done, Umbra reported his mother leaving the Hestizos’ mansion and heading back. He watched her over the whole trip and informed them about Kindra’s arrival. Asterios wanted to go meet with her but Umbra noticed she was heading to his room so they stayed put. 
 
    Soon, a knock came from the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Asterios answered. 
 
    Kindra walked inside and closed the door behind her, showing Asterios a grateful but also a little nervous smile. It faded when her eyes landed on Miria. 
 
    “Ah! Did I interrupt something? I’m really sorry!” 
 
    It was then that Miria realized she was still just in her underwear and turned crimson. She was very closely embracing Ast’s arm from the side, leaning onto him, who was shirtless. 
 
    He chuckled and scratched behind her ear. “No, Mom, we were just talking. It’s kind of hot with so many people in the room.” 
 
    Asterios then glanced questioningly at Miria and she sent him a mental message that she was fine and that it was a fantastic opportunity for her to work on her shyness too. He pecked her forehead after agreeing and turned back to his mother. 
 
    “Don’t stand there like a bump on a log and take a seat wherever you like. I’m sure you know I know to some extent, and you have questions.” 
 
    “Sorry, ufufu~” Kindra sat down by a desk not that far from the bed. “So… You did something to me, right?” 
 
    “Not directly, but yes.” He pointed to the right, further over the desks’ top. 
 
    “Ah!” She gasped after noticing a big black raven perched on the other end of it that she, for some reason, had missed previously. “This must be your new familiar. Hello! My name is Kindra! Thank you for taking care of my son!” 
 
    ~Uh… Hello, m—~ a shiver passed through Umbra's body as he felt a weird sensation looming over him, ~—maiden! My name is Umbra. It’s nice meeting you. Yes...~ 
 
    “Oh! How do you know that? Ah. You must have been the one in my mind! But still, you shouldn’t address a lady like that in front of a man.” 
 
    If Umbra had a physical body, he would be sweating bullets under someone’s intense gaze that could be felt on his back. 
 
    ~I apologize. I’m still new to the customs of this realm. I hope my transgression did not offend you, my lady. And rest assured, I didn’t do anything else than take control of your body for a moment. That was all I have been ordered to do.~ 
 
    “Forget about that! I’m sorry too! I should have considered that you could have a different etiquette!” 
 
    “Alright. The misunderstanding has been solved so let’s drop that topic, shall we?” Asterios butted in.  
 
    “Of course!” his mother promptly replied. “Now I know how you spoke to me back then. But… Ummm… How much… did you see?” 
 
    “A bit of their offer. I couldn’t just leave it like that, so I went to fetch Grandpa.” 
 
    “I knew it was too suspicious for a coincidence! But well, thank you. And… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I knew nothing good would come from following them home. I should have waited to tell you first. Or at least came back to leave a note.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Not like you have any special means of communication with me, and I would rather not try the contract again. Especially since we lack all the safety formations.” 
 
    “Contract?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Forget about that. Ekhm. Instead, I’ll have Umbra keep an eye on you most of the time. Or check on you often. Without spying on you. He can get a general idea of what is happening without peeking at you. At least until I get an artifact with a long-range communication spell imbued in it. These are sold even before they show up.” 
 
    “Alright. I won’t argue. Although, it should be fine. At least with Cerina and Latua.” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “I’ve told Father about… everything. Back to the early days. He was really furious… He almost expelled them from the family, but I stopped him in time. They have a good reputation outside, and such a sudden decision would definitely damage the family’s name and brands.” 
 
    Asterios sighed. Even in such a situation, she thought about others more than herself. But he couldn’t be surprised. It wasn’t a mystery who he took after in that area. 
 
    “So? What did you make him do?” 
 
    “They will be sent to two different shops far from each other to manage them, like how I did. I helped him pick the spots that should work the best and hopefully change their ways. They will be working as low-level managers until Father deems it right to summon them back.” 
 
    “That’s great! They won’t be able to bother Mom again, Master!” Miria squeezed his arm. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    Kindra’s raised eyebrow made Miria’s eyes widen in realization. She hastily hid her face in Ast's neck, and he began patting her head. Kindra didn’t pursue the matter any further, but a wide grin did not leave her face for quite a moment. 
 
    “Anyway, what Miria said is true. I’m not sure if someone in their fifties can still change that easily, but I will hope for it. What about the trades?” Asterios took the initiative. 
 
    “Ekhm. Father and Mother will take them back officially while I will be helping them with that and inherit the jewelry business. It seems that I can’t escape this fate, ufufu~” 
 
    “If it’s you, I’m sure you would take great care of all three of them without a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it, you! Do you want your mother to work herself to death that much?” 
 
    “At least you would have a good reason to find a husband.” 
 
    “Not again! I’m fine with you! And your girls! And… uhhhh… your bird?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I know. I know. Whatever you want.” 
 
    “Two grandkids by the end of next year.” 
 
    He could feel Miria flinch, still hiding in his neck, and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “It seems that everything is fine on your end. Go to sleep now. Also, I’m leaving for Teira tomorrow. I can’t wait any longer. More questions pop up, and I get no answers to them. I’ll be in touch through Umbra.” 
 
    Kindra’s expression saddened a little, but she quickly smiled again and nodded. 
 
    “Got it. Don’t worry about me. I will have my hands full with work because a certain someone decided to poke his nose into the business of adults, ufufu~ I hope you’ll find a lot of hints. And don’t you dare disappear without my good morning kiss!” 
 
    He smirked at her, and she stood up. Walking closer to Asterios, she leaned forward and planted a kiss on his forehead. Afterward, she brushed through Miria’s hair with her fingers and moved her lips closer to the panthergirl’s ear. 
 
    “Remember. End of next year. Daughter.” 
 
    Miria shivered again and Kindra left while chuckling to herself.  
 
    Asterios sighed heavily and glanced at Selene, who could only smile at him. She was always enjoying his mother’s teases. If she hadn’t already accepted her own feelings, she could have very well considered Kindra her Soul Mate. But it didn’t matter anymore. The die had been cast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
The Village Forgotten by Time 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Miria didn’t stay with Asterios for the night this time. He was fully expecting her to want to sleep together after everything, but she excused herself by saying that she still had something to do and wouldn’t want to wake him up when she’d be finished. 
 
    Asterios could tell something was going on. Miria wasn’t exactly the best at lying to others, and it was fairly easy to tell when she was trying to look as truthful as possible. But he didn’t feel like prying into her matters and let Miria leave with the belief that he had been fooled. 
 
    Even if he wanted not to notice, it was almost impossible with the two of them leaving through the same gate. Selene, being the second to walk through it, shot him a thankful smile for not pushing Miria to speak out what was on her mind, and followed the panthergirl. 
 
    As Asterios set himself to rest, the two girls talked in Selene’s bedroom. The topic was of course a certain fox lady's slow pace of making advances after she had finally set her mind on moving forward.  
 
    Miria had managed to already grow close to Selene and wholeheartedly wanted her to finally join them. Thus, she decided to consult with her about their future steps. 
 
    After a calm night, Asterios joined his mother for a brief breakfast during which they discussed the matters of her household a little more. She reminded him that it was also now his household, fully and officially, so he shouldn’t phrase it like he wasn’t part of the family. 
 
    He then escorted her to the Hestizos' mansion just to catch two fancy carriages heading out. Seeing them leave through the gate, Kindra exhaled in relief. Asterios rubbed her shoulder and smiled reassuringly. 
 
    They met with his grandfather and talked for a short while. The man stealthily thanked him for the previous evening while Kindra was distracted by her mother. Asterios just nodded. It was the obvious thing to do, and he would definitely not accept a reward for helping his own family. 
 
    There was no need for him to stay there for too long, and after informing his grandparents about his short trip to visit Teira, Asterios left the mansion, receiving a little bit of financial support, which wasn’t exactly necessary, but he just couldn’t find a way to decline his grandmother’s goodwill. Of course, he didn’t forget to say goodbye to his mother and the two parted ways for now. 
 
    As he was checking his equipment and supplies back at home, all three of his companions joined him in the room. 
 
    “It’s great that Miss Kindra can now comfortably take care of the businesses she would have taken on if not for her sisters’ influence. I’m sure it will be easier for you to focus on your current goal too, Master,” Miria spoke after a shy good morning peck on his cheek. 
 
    “No longer calling her Mom?” Asterios chuckled, making Miria blush instantly. 
 
    She must have been still embarrassed by last night’s slip-up she had made in front of his mother. Well, it wasn’t wrong to call Kindra their mother as they were officially mates, but it seemed that it was a bit too much for Miria to use that term in front of the person in question. 
 
    “Anyway, you are right. I hope we’ll be able to find some hints there. I’m kind of tired of more and more questions popping up each time something happens.” 
 
    “I’m sure with Umbra’s help we’ll be able to figure something out, my Lord,” Selene added. 
 
    ~I’ll do whatever is in my power to help solve this mystery, Master.~ 
 
    “Right. Could we perhaps start with that seal in my head?” 
 
    ~Unfortunately, I’m afraid I won’t be of much help with that. I do boast powerful mental abilities, but while that restriction is placed in your psyche, it’s an immense seal primarily, and that field is slightly out of my expertise. It’s just way too complex.~ 
 
    “It was worth a shot, at least. Well then. Let’s finish preparing and get ready to move out. With Mom safe, there’s nothing else stopping us now. It will take almost two weeks to get there. I’m not planning on making you run at full speed all the time.” Asterios reached out and brushed through Miria’s hair. 
 
    He then noticed her staring absentmindedly into the distance while receiving his pats. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Hm? Ah, nothing. I was just wondering how Tina is doing when you mentioned… Mom...” 
 
    “Well, that’s quite easy to check now. And I can’t exactly say that I’m not curious. Umbra?” 
 
    The shadowy raven dissolved into smoke and disappeared into nothingness. A moment later, they all heard a voice in their heads. 
 
    ~If I’m not mistaken, she’s in class at your former academy.~ 
 
    “As expected. Doing her best to win that bet, huh.” 
 
    ~Well… She does look kind of bored there. I’m not sure about the contents of the lecture, but she hadn’t taken any notes.~ 
 
    Hearing that, Asterios got a curious idea. It could serve as means for him and Umbra to exercise their bond and to show the extent of his abilities.  
 
    From the very beginning, he had felt like his new companion could already enter the state of Mind One from very start, most likely thanks to Umbra’s expertise in mentality, which was a crucial part of the bond between the familiar and the Summoner. 
 
    “How much influence can you have on a person’s mind if they give you access to it?” 
 
    ~It would take a long time to mention all the most useful possibilities, Master. And I’m not even taking into consideration the minor ones.~ 
 
    A small grin appeared on Ast’s lips. “Alright. Let’s try something out then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tina attended her classes pretty much every day. She was sure that after her promise with Asterios, time would pass very quickly while she was focusing her mind on getting top scores in every activity at the academy.  
 
    But she had quickly come to realize that it wouldn’t work like that. She was able to keep up herself motivated only until around a week after their second parting, the day of her meeting with Asterios and his familiars. 
 
    Being aware that he was freely traveling the world while accompanied by two beautiful girls constantly drew her mind off the track. Even with that, she was able to still secure the position of one of the top students in the academy, but the wait until graduation became much more unbearable. The time itself seemed to slow down just to make her suffer even more. 
 
    Well, at least Roz wasn’t an issue anymore after Asterios had dealt with him. It took the young heir five days to return to the academy and he was completely different. She knew to some extent what Asterios made him go through, but she didn’t expect Roz to literally flinch when hearing her voice from afar or hurriedly run away from her sight when he spotted her in the crowd. 
 
    While he tried to act as if nothing really changed when around his usual friends and others, it was easy to notice that some of his previous haughtiness and domineering attitude toned down a notch. Observing the man for a while, she concluded that he must no longer have any backing from the family. It was the only reason that could explain his wariness. He still was an ass, but a much more careful one. 
 
    She sighed while turning her head to look back at the blackboard where a female professor was scribbling some formula of mixing certain ingredients to achieve the best possible efficiency for summoning a fire-type flying entity during Evanescent Summoning while under the lack of materials for a spiritual formation of a high enough tier. 
 
    Tina had already covered that material by herself quite some time ago and on a much higher level at that. She had been eager to learn everything about flying types after managing to form a contract with Ori and the Principal had been immensely helpful with that.  
 
    Therefore, the current class was anything but interesting to her, but she couldn’t miss even a single attendance if she didn’t want to ruin her chances of getting her name inscribed in the Obelisk of Wisdom. 
 
    ~Flying types, huh? I can see how this can easily bore you.~ 
 
    She jumped when she suddenly heard Ast’s voice. Even though she knew there was no way he was here, she still quickly scanned her surroundings, making her colleagues sitting nearby notice her weird movement. 
 
    After not finding what she was looking for, she smiled wryly at the girl on her right and sighed again.  
 
    What was she even expecting to find? Asterios hiding under the tabletop of the row she was sitting in? She wanted to see him again so badly her mind was starting to play pra— 
 
    ~Don’t fight it, okay?~ 
 
    It happened again and she froze, focusing all her senses. Something started gently probing her mind and she instinctively raised a barrier around it. It didn’t feel malicious. More like someone lightly knocking on the door to her room.  
 
    Thinking over the weird words she had heard just before, Tina asked Ori to support her as she deepened their connection and lowered her defenses, being on the lookout for any suspicious sensations.  
 
    The academy was protected by strong magical formations, preventing a lot of interference from the outside, so the possibilities were that either someone was playing pranks on her, someone had managed to infiltrate the academy and targeted her for whatever reason, or it was really Asterios somehow trying to contact her. All of those were highly improbable, so she decided to follow her heart. 
 
    A few moments after she had let the mysterious consciousness into her mind, not that much changed. She was sure it was there and was somehow influencing her, but it was hard to understand in what way. 
 
    Then, the air near the female professor suddenly blurred and shimmered, instantly catching Tina’s attention. Her eyes widened to the brim when a familiar figure appeared in that spot, starting to look around in amazement. 
 
    “Woah. This is amazing. I can see everything just like I would if I was truly there. And there’s no weird, shadowy tint over my vision either.” 
 
    “Ast?” 
 
    Not only hearing his voice but also seeing him, Tina subconsciously called out to Asterios, and his eyes turned towards her. But so did the professor. And pretty much everyone else’s in the class. 
 
    She quickly realized they neither saw nor heard him and turned almost completely red. 
 
    “Ummm… I cut my finger when flipping the page… My apologies, Professor Persivia,” she spoke with a wry smile. 
 
    The female professor just nodded and returned to lecturing the class.  
 
    As Tina sighed in relief, she heard clapping and saw Asterios walking up the stairs in the middle of the hall while applauding her. 
 
    “Great save. You have no idea how many times I’ve reacted to someone cursing under their breath or my mom getting herself burned with boiling water.” 
 
    She almost giggled aloud but managed to stop herself in time. 
 
    “Ah. Before you try speaking to me again, you can just think about talking to me. As you might have already figured out, I’m inside your head. But don’t worry, I can’t read your mind. That would be rude.” 
 
    Asterios arrived by her seat in one of the middle rows and looked down at her. She was doing her best not to turn around or look up, forcing her eyes to face the front. She had already acted silly enough. 
 
    ~Ummm… Hello? Can you hear me?~ 
 
    “Loud and clear. Mind if I sit down?” 
 
    She faintly shook her head with a soft smile and watched how Asterios stepped over the bench and sat in the space between her and the next girl like it was just his usual thing.  
 
    Tina was surprised he could interact with the environment and tried nudging him with her elbow, which to her shock, resulted in her feeling an actual resistance. 
 
    “Incredible, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hearing his comment, she almost turned to look at him again. It was hard not to. 
 
    ~How? What exactly is happening? Aren’t you like in… Tyrienheim? Why can I even… touch you?~ 
 
    “You can thank my new companion for that.” 
 
    ~Is it a girl?~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “No, fortunately not. Would it be a problem if they were?” 
 
    ~N-No…~ 
 
    “Anyway, you asked how. Well, our brains are amazing but also very easy to fool. It only takes someone skillful in the mind arts to create a lifelike illusion. You think you might be seeing or hearing me, but it’s all just signals sent by my familiar to your mind after you let them in. Just as our bodies collide, he forces your brain to think that you touched something solid, making it stop the movement and apply the feeling of pressure.” 
 
    ~Woah.~ 
 
    “Yeah. But what’s much more unthinkable is that thanks to him being here in the room with you and the two of us in the state of Mind One, he can make me feel like I’m here too, not just as an illusion in your mind, but more like an invisible being created by crossing yours and his perspectives. That’s why I could even see the professor’s notes from where I was standing before.” 
 
    ~Incredible… You could go around the class during an exam and check their answers and no one would know…~ 
 
    “Is one of the top students so desperate to win a little bet that she would step as low as to cheat?” he asked teasingly. 
 
    ~I didn’t mean for me!~ 
 
    He chuckled. “Of course. Besides, that would lower my chances of winning.” 
 
    She didn’t reply, just smiled. He was still making it look like he didn’t intend for her to win from the beginning. Tina shook her head internally to disperse these thoughts. 
 
    ~What are you doing here?~ 
 
    “Paying you a little visit. Am I disturbing you?” 
 
    ~No, of course not. I’m glad. I didn’t think we would meet again until graduation since you left for Tyrienheim.~ 
 
    “Well, this was more of an experiment, but if at any time you would feel like having a little chat, not in the middle of a class, just let Professor Grea know and I’ll get in touch with you when I’m not busy.” 
 
    ~Profesor Grea? Why her? She is…~ 
 
    “Weird? Crazy? Rude to others? Hahaha, yeah, perhaps. But the last part is only true if you don’t know her well enough. Just mention that you are my friend, and she will welcome you with open arms. Ah. You might want to avoid coming there at half-past six in the morning before the classes, at the first fifteen minutes of the lunch break, and around ten in the evening.” 
 
    ~Why?~ 
 
    “See for yourself if you are brave enough,” he answered with a smirk. 
 
    Tina had no idea what he meant but she had this weird premonition that she would do better following Ast’s advice. 
 
    “Oho. It looks like the teacher has finally caught on you not paying attention to the class.” 
 
    She froze and refocused on the female professor, who was clearly finishing a sentence—most likely a question—towards her.  
 
    Unfortunately, Tina didn’t register even a bit of it. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Alright. Let me help you out just this once.” 
 
    Suddenly, her lips began moving on their own and she started speaking at the same time as Asterios, their voices in perfect sync. 
 
    “I’m afraid that if we used three-quarters of Scorching Sands, one-quarter of Rezzerian Volcanic Ash, and three feathers of a Skyblaze Divebird, we would end up with higher chances of attracting a seventh tier Flaming Roc instead of a sixth tier Shimmering Spritefowl, which would be considered a failure. It would be better to reduce the amount of ash by half and add a drop of liquid from a hallowed, underground Myriad Pond.” 
 
    “That’s… a perfect answer. Not many are aware of the influence the water from the Myriad Pond has on the feathers of a Skyblaze Divebird. Thank you, Tina, but please try not to space out in my class, even if you are already ahead.” 
 
    Regaining back the control of her face, Tina blushed from the completely unearned praise and the reminder. She glanced shyly at Asterios who smiled at her and stood up. 
 
    “I better go, or you will accuse me of distracting you for my own benefit. See you later.” 
 
    After feeling his fingers ruffle through her hair, the sensation disappeared, and she could tell he was gone without having to look back. The weird feeling slowly faded from her mind, now, making it feel empty. Regardless, she had a small smile on her lips. 
 
    I should go to Professor Grea as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oof… That was… something…” 
 
    Asterios caught his head in his hands after returning to his real body, feeling incredibly dizzy. He noticed that both Miria and Selene were a little unstable too. They accompanied him for the whole time, seeing everything as it unfolded.  
 
    The experiment was a success, albeit not something they would be able to do often at their current level. Umbra was not affected even in the slightest, but Selene looked like she was about to faint, supported by Miria, who seemed only a little bit better thanks to her bond with Asterios being much stronger and more cultivated. 
 
    “Uhhhhhhh… My head… I felt like I was Master…” Miria commented in a shaky voice. “It was… weird… but fun…” 
 
    “Good gods… I haven’t felt this wobbly in ages… I think we need to… work on our connection a bit more… my Lord…” Selene struggled to speak. 
 
    “We will… Now on the other hand… let’s take a little nap before we depart…” 
 
    No one dared to disagree and the three of them plopped down onto his bed with an exhausted sigh. Miria pulled herself closer to Asterios and snuggled to his chest. Even Selene, in her slightly dazed state, hugged him from the back quite tightly. 
 
    Two hours later, they were back to normal. More or less. It was enough to check on things and finally move out.  
 
    Due to Miria not being exactly in her best form, they traveled even slower than they had assumed they would for the first day and covered only one-third of the desired distance in that period before it got dark. 
 
    The former village of Teira was found in between Tyrienheim and Rosewind, but much more to the west. Therefore, they were moving diagonally whenever the terrain allowed for that, stopping to take a rest each night, and for Asterios to continue his exercises with Selene. 
 
    Ten more days passed without any interruption.  
 
    Finally, they arrived in the vicinity of Teira. There were no other villages or towns nearby for them to make their base, so they set up a small camp an hour from their destination.  
 
    Teira might have been abandoned, but after hearing about the curse from Truvi, Asterios preferred to take a cautious approach. He couldn’t also hide being a little nervous from the girls. Who wouldn’t be when coming to the place of their origins with such a history. 
 
    They spent one more day surveying the nearby area and didn’t spot any dangerous wild animals or monsters in the vicinity. Umbra checked quite far and all he could find were mostly critters. This already was a little ominous and unusual. 
 
    He also reported about the ruins of Teira and how they gave him a weird feeling. They all assumed it must have been due to the curse but still stayed wary and Asterios didn’t send Umbra alone any deeper than just to take a glance from above. 
 
    Then, after preparing as much as they could, they made their way to the village. Asterios rode on Miria until they were around a hundred meters from the main gate. Or whatever was left of it after the fire. 
 
    They could easily make out the trail of the former palisade or wooden walls, protecting the encampment from monsters and bandits. A lone pillar could be spotted here and there, burned to varying levels. 
 
    Behind that non-existent wall should be numerous buildings but all they could see was debris, burned remains, and the outlines of many houses. There wasn’t even a single wall preventing them from seeing through almost the whole village from one end to another. Only rubble and occasional fragments of wooden architecture. 
 
    Asterios and his group walked closer to the border of the village. And even from way before, they could spot the first thing that was wrong with this place that supposedly had been consumed by a fire set by bandits almost twenty years ago. It all looked as if that event had taken place just yesterday. 
 
    Firstly, there was literally no vegetation besides anything that had somehow survived the fire back then. No moss, no vines, no tall grass, no anything that should be present in abandoned, two-decades-old ruins. 
 
    Secondly, all the charred wood and buildings looked exactly like they had stopped burning around twenty-four hours ago. Besides that, everything was intact. To almost unbelievable levels. Exactly like Truvi had said. It was as if time itself had stopped to preserve it. 
 
    Miria and Selene glanced at Asterios with concern, and he nodded at them a little hesitantly. They started walking forward. 
 
    The moment they crossed the edge of the village, all of them felt the atmosphere change.  
 
    Completely shocked by the sudden switch, Asterios stopped and took a few steps back. He could pinpoint the exact moment when the change took place, as if they were entering through some kind of a barrier that kept even the slightly hard-to-breathe air filled with ash from twenty years ago. 
 
    “Selene? Umbra?” 
 
    “Nothing. I would love to confirm that this indeed is some kind of a barrier, but I’m unable to do so. I can only tell that something is definitely going on. This is above me, my Lord.” 
 
    ~I can feel an immense power left behind in this place. It’s hard to pinpoint where exactly, but if we assume that there is some hidden formation in action here, it could very well be its core.~ 
 
    “Or it’s that curse we heard about, no?” Miria asked, feeling a little clueless. 
 
    “Curses are pretty much magic like anything else. Spiritual energy is involved. The spell, magic, formation, or anything else of an incredible scale are often called either miracles or curses, depending on their influence over a place or an individual,” Asterios explained. 
 
    They pondered over it for a moment longer and decided to head further inside through the warm and dusty air. 
 
    “Do we even know which… house… was yours?” Miria asked again after they went a little deeper and were making their way through a ruined street. 
 
    “Thanks to Imadil’s artifact and Umbra’s test, I was able to peek at my earliest memories and it includes me being picked up by Kindra and taken back to her troupe. Albeit not perfect, I can recreate and follow the path she took.” 
 
    The further they walked, the weirder all of this felt. The sight of a completely scorched ghost town gave off a truly ominous vibe. The fire that had decimated the village must have been extremely strong and put under every single house. Not all of them had been close enough to catch on fire from each other. 
 
    They stopped in front of what they assumed had been a two-story home in the past. Now, only parts of the door frames and walls were left standing amongst the black rubble and charred remains of wooden beams which upheld the ceiling. 
 
    “Somehow… I feel like the fire had started somewhere around here… And… it doesn’t seem like a normal one… More like… magical? There’s a trace of spiritual energy lingering in the air in the whole village.” Selene walked closer while glancing around the ruined building, thinking aloud. 
 
    A sudden shiver passed through her spine shortly before Miria’s voice reached her ears. 
 
    “Master? Are you okay?” 
 
    Selene turned around and her eyes widened. Asterios’ face was ghastly and getting paler by the second as his eyes rapidly darted around various spots in the air, but she could feel that they weren’t targeting anything at all.  
 
    After a brief moment, she quickly made the connection with what she had just said and hastily ran to him, surprising Miria as she placed her palms over Ast’s cheeks, making him gaze into her eyes. 
 
    “We cannot know for sure. It was just my blind guess. It means nothing without any evidence. Please, don’t assume you are the cause of this just because you recently exploded in flames.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    She pulled his face down and rested it on her chest, starting to gently stroke through Ast’s hair. It was a little awkward as they were of a similar height, but that wasn’t important right now. 
 
    “You were just a newborn. Can a newborn human burn a whole village that easily? And there was the barrier hiding your energy that broke as you summoned Miria, wasn’t there? It was just my bad choice of words. I’m sure it’s a coincidence. Maybe this place is affecting my senses. The energies here are very chaotic.” 
 
    “But what if… it was placed afterward… or during the outburst… to stop it…” 
 
    “We can’t know that. Don’t blame yourself for something you didn’t do. It was bandits, right? There could have been mages in their ranks. Maybe some powerful, renegade wizard. If there was someone skillful enough to stop your outburst and place that incredible barrier around your body, do you think they would die to a measly fire that easily?” 
 
    She kept combing through Ast’s black hair until he made a heavy sigh and tried to raise his head back. Seeing him almost back to his usual self, Selene smiled softly. 
 
    “You are right. Sorry… Just… The thought of killing tens if not hundreds of innocent people while completely unaware of it… Possibly including my own parents… Was a little distressing…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. All of this is really weird and confusing. Many would react much worse after such a realization, even if it was completely unfounded.” 
 
    “Well… I’m not sure if it was that unfounded… Your words somehow made me remember that I… wasn’t really scared or agitated because of that fire. I didn’t feel bad. I didn’t feel the immense heat that should be present while lying in the middle of a burning building with a half-broken beam overhead, also in flames. It was almost… calming…” 
 
    Selene was slightly taken aback for a second but quickly regained her composure and caught Ast’s face into her palms again. 
 
    “That still means nothing. What if your mind back then was extremely confused? You were less than a year old, right? Let’s not assume things until we find anything that could confirm these theories. And if they end up being confirmed, we will deal with that later. Now, did you have enough of my pampering, or should I do some more before we dive in to look for clues, my Lord~?” 
 
    He chuckled seeing her mischievous smirk and slowly closing face to his. 
 
    “Let’s save that for later. Thank you.” 
 
    “Always at your service, my Lord~” 
 
    Selene winked at him and walked behind Asterios. She made eye contact with Miria, who smiled at her, visibly proud of something. Selene nodded towards Asterios while looking at her and the panthergirl jumped forward. 
 
    “Come on, Master! Let’s check inside! The earlier we don’t find anything, the faster you can stop worrying about this!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and sighed. “That’s not exactly how this works.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
An Unexpected Result 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio carefully stepped into the remains of the building while Umbra watched over them from the sky.  
 
    As they had previously assumed, it could have been a two-story building. Now, they could also see that it had quite a few rooms on the bottom floor, judging by the parts of walls protruding from the charred rubble and wood. 
 
    Each of them went into a different, non-existent-now room to look around. Asterios hoped that seeing the layout of the house or leftover parts of it would somehow stimulate his memory and make him recall something, but he felt nothing when going around all the rubble. Not even the slightest trace of familiarity.  
 
    It was weird. He knew that part of his memories was sealed by a powerful spell, but he should’ve been able to at least feel something through the bits he still had access to, even if subconsciously. Yet, he had the impression that this was just a random house in a random village. 
 
    Was the seal present in his mind so powerful as to block even the slightest connections between memories from past and behind it? That would require an unimaginable level of prowess in mental and sealing techniques, and even Umbra was not sure with his expertise in the mind. The subconsciousness was not that easy to completely block off. 
 
    “Master! Come here to see this!” 
 
    Miria’s call brought Asterios out of his thoughts and he headed towards the source of her voice. He met with Selene midway, and they walked towards the panthergirl together.  
 
    They found her in the remains of a room next to the corridor linking the entrance hall with what most likely had been a row of lodgings. Miria stood in its middle and crouched while looking at something on the floor. Umbra perched on a piece of leftover wall, joining them. 
 
    Noticing their arrival, she turned her head to look at them and pointed at the ground. 
 
    “Look. Isn’t this weird? Everything else is burned to some degree, but this piece of wooden floor looks almost intact.” 
 
    Asterios stepped closer to her and glanced over Miria, spotting the suspicious area. It truly looked to be completely unscathed while every remaining part of the room was either charred black almost into coal or heavily burned. 
 
    “You are right. Perhaps something was there that covered the floor and was picked up or moved by someone after the accide—ugh!” 
 
    A sudden pang of pain interrupted Asterios, and he stumbled forward with a heavy grimace appearing on his face. 
 
    “Master!”  
 
    Miria immediately stood up and supported his body while Asterios caught his head with his hand. She looked at him with worry as Selene also stepped forward and held Asterios from the other side, just in case. 
 
    Meanwhile, he kept blankly staring straight at the undamaged part of the flooring. A weird scene began playing in front of his eyes. His perspective was very low, and he was looking up.  
 
    It was clear to him that he was on the floor of the burning building with how bright everything was while a clear night sky was visible above, through the non-existent roof. 
 
    He noticed a silhouette of a person, most likely a woman, standing up from kneeling by him. It was impossible to figure out any details. She was just like a shadow, blurry and unfocused.  
 
    There was another person, he assumed a man, just by her side, also similarly unrecognizable. One thing was clear even with this weird interference. To Ast’s complete disbelief, the man held a broken, burning beam with his bare hand above his and everyone else’s heads.  
 
    Neither the man nor the woman made anything of the crimson fire running amok around them. They moved calmly, staring at him lying on the floor. 
 
    The two looked at each other and the man started lowering the wooden beam.  
 
    Asterios got confused. Was this playing backward? But it didn’t look like the flow of time was reversed. Then, Asterios thought he would get crushed, but the log stopped slightly above him. The fire was dangerously close, though.  
 
    Somehow, just as he had mentioned it to Selene before, he did not feel like his younger self was bothered by it either, and he could now even see his baby arms reaching out as if to play with it. 
 
    He had no doubts that he had been left alone and the two people he had seen before were gone. His younger self quickly grew bored of trying to catch the fire in front of him and started crying for attention while shifting his head to look for the two people. 
 
    Around five to ten minutes later—approximately, since Asterios had no idea if his grasp on time was correct in this vision—he began hearing footsteps, and the familiar part of his memories started playing. Kindra ran into the room and found him under the beam, quickly picking him up and running back to the caravan. 
 
    The image blurred and he found himself back in his body, now upheld by both Miria and Selene. The girls noticed his expression turning less strained and helped him slowly sit down. Asterios groaned while rubbing his forehead. 
 
    “Is everything okay? Maybe we should stop for today? There’s no rush, right?” Miria moved to his front and glanced at his face with concern. 
 
    “It’s… okay… I’m fine… Looks like seeing this spot somehow made part of my locked memories slip through the seal and resurface or something…” 
 
    “Oh. That’s good, right? Did you remember something important?” 
 
    He nodded and filled them in on the weird memory the best he could, adding his thoughts and sensations from back then into it. 
 
    Selene was the first to speak after he finished. “So… Would they be… your parents?” 
 
    “I mean… It’s possible…” 
 
    “How could they!” Miria stood up abruptly, visibly angry. “What kind of mother leaves her child in a burning house and walks away! There’s no way they are his parents! Why would someone even do something like this! Why didn’t they just run away with him!” 
 
    Asterios glanced up at her with a soft smile. Miria noticed it and immediately blushed a little, crouching down again. He gently ran his fingers through her hair when she came back down. 
 
    “I don’t know, but with all the tiny details pieced together… it all feels like… I might not be from here.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Master?” She tilted her head. 
 
    “Ah. I see.” Selene nodded while rubbing her chin. “When we consider that you don’t feel any, not even the slightest attachment to this village, and the part where these two people clearly place you down in this house to leave you here, it truly looks like something bigger is going on.” 
 
    “Yeah. Now, were they really my parents? I did feel like I knew them somehow, but that could have just been the familiarity the younger me gained by being around them. Were they part of the bandits’ group if we still consider that story true? Or were they completely unaffiliated and only made use of the opportunity to drop me here amidst the chaos? I don’t think they wanted me dead, that’s for sure. Maybe they were ordered to kill all the survivors but had a tough time with a newborn and decided to leave it to fate.” 
 
    “We are finding more and more questions again…” Miria’s ears flopped down as she commented dejectedly. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” He tried cheering her up by brushing her cheeks. “It’s always like that. Nothing in life is as simple as it looks.” 
 
    “Pardon my words, my Lord, but when it comes to you, there isn’t even a hint of simplicity present. Everything is so weird and cryptic it's hard to believe you are just a normal human. Unless humans have it in common to have such complex and almost scheme-like lives from the very birth,” Selene added. 
 
    “That’s true. My whole life seems to be one huge lie. And it’s only the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    “Then we are going to melt it and reveal everything! I swear!” Miria looked into his eyes with a determined expression. 
 
    Seeing her like that, close to his face, Asterios pushed himself forward and lightly kissed her lips. Miria smiled softly and backed away, looking slightly to the side. They both heard a chuckle from above. 
 
    “I would tell you two to get a room, but I’m afraid it will be impossible under current circumstances.” Selene glanced at them with a mischievous smile, and they chuckled too. “But, as for the revealing part, I think we can start right now.” 
 
    They looked at her, slightly confused, while Selene asked Asterios and Miria to stand up. She moved them away from the unscathed spot. 
 
    “Let’s see…” 
 
    With a wave of her hand, a few bluish spiritual sigils appeared in the air. Selene compressed them and joined her palms together. As she drew them back, increasing the space between them, Asterios and Miria could see a spiritual blade taking form. 
 
    With its entirety completely shaped, Selene grabbed the ethereal hilt of the newly created katana and shoved the tip into the clean wood, sinking it in a few centimeters. 
 
    “I’m always amazed how easily these cut through stone or earth,” Miria spoke with amazement. 
 
    “That’s not it.” Selene shook her head. 
 
    She cut a hole by going around the edges of the visible wood and supported the now unsuspended material with her energy, bringing it up afterward and revealing a hollow space under the flooring, where the foundations should usually be. 
 
    “Is it a cellar?” Miria asked. “I didn’t see any stairs or doors leading down.” 
 
    A wisp of blue fire descended from Selene’s palm into the hole, illuminating it. They noticed that the space inside was small, closer to something like a crate or chest rather than an underground room. It also didn’t look like something artfully crafted but as if someone ferociously dug out the stone with claws. 
 
    “I do not know what it is, but the existence of this space was not what brought my attention to the floor.” 
 
    Selene crouched down, looked around inside the small compartment, and reached down with her hand after a few moments. She brought something out and showed it to them. Umbra moved to her shoulder. 
 
    ~It seems you’ve noticed it as well. This thing gives off quite weird spiritual vibes.~ 
 
    “What’s this? Part of a broken plate? Or armor? It doesn’t look like metal…” Miria mused. 
 
    “That’s definitely a scale,” Asterios explained.  
 
    He took the item from Selene and examined it. The scale was around his thumb’s size, maybe slightly bigger. It was dark red and extremely tough. He could also feel some traces of spiritual energy left inside of it. 
 
    “This could belong to a Lizardman. They are humanoid species considered monsters with how vicious and primitive they are. Basically, a lizard walking on its hind legs that’s slightly over two meters tall. Or it could also come from a young Wyvern. The scales of a mature one are usually larger, but they sometimes retain the small ones around certain areas, the age is just my assumption.” 
 
    “Could it be a Dragon’s scale?” Miria’s eyes sparkled with excitement. 
 
    “No way.” Asterios chuckled. “Even the youngest ones are said to have their smallest scales to be at least twice if not thrice this size. But it’s not like there are any examples anywhere to see anymore.” 
 
    “Assuming that you are not from here, my Lord, I don’t think the owners of this house would hide a scale of a Lizardman or a Wyvern in such fashion. Could it be that the people you saw in your memory left it here? Could the man have been a Lizardman?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Well, there would be the problem of how they put it there without damaging the floor if it weren’t prepared during the construction of the house, which seems quite a far guess to me. I have no idea if the man was a Lizardman. I did not see a tail or its blurred shape. But if we assume they were the ones to leave it there…” 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows while looking at the scale. It was clear to the girls that he was going through his knowledge and memories after noticing something. 
 
    “Right… That could explain the undamaged floor…” 
 
    “Did you figure something out, Master?” 
 
    “If I’m not wrong, a Dragon’s scale would be almost immune to fire. I’ve heard about ancient relics and artifacts made with their use. Especially armor. It often boasted layer-like protection from it. So, if this really is a Dragon’s scale, it could perhaps have been deliberately placed under me by them to keep the fire at bay. But how would they get one? Who were they?” 
 
    ~I, unfortunately, don’t know either, but I can sense a connection between this scale and the area we are in. And it so happens that the trace I can sense leads to where I earlier assumed the core of a formation would be if there was one in this village,~ Umbra chipped in. 
 
    “Maybe there’s another. We should check it out. Who knows, it might jolt your memory again, my Lord. That is if you are feeling well enough to continue,” Selene suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good. And I don’t want to delay this. Lead us there, Umbra. We will look around on the way too.” 
 
    As Umbra took off, they left the ruins of the house and stepped back into the streets. Following the shadowy raven in the sky, they walked through a few turns and twists, glancing around at the remains of wooden buildings, completely burned to the ground. The fact that they all still looked freshly after a fire bothered them a lot. It was hard to get accustomed to the heavy and slightly warm air.  
 
    Checking out other buildings, they noticed some weird marks and shapes on the remaining parts of walls or floor that weren’t completely charred. After a moment of thinking, they came to a distressing conclusion that those were irregular outlines created by an intense fire scorching the residents to ashes while leaving their silhouettes behind. 
 
    Normal fire could hardly do something like that. The magical nature of it, pointed out by Selene, made their assumption even more dreadful. It had to be incredibly strong and hot.  
 
    And after noticing those, they could now clearly see the possible origin of the flames and their direction with how the shapes were always positioned outwards from that point. Asterios again linked it with his earlier outburst and how it had instantly charred the surroundings in a short burst of flames, but Miria and Selene tried to keep him off such thoughts. 
 
    Another thing they noticed, after Selene got curious about something and scratched the remains of a wooden pillar with her hand covered in spiritual energy, was that the wood would return to its earlier state shortly after the action was taken. The place truly earned its title of the cursed village lost in time. 
 
    Finally, they arrived at the spot Umbra had told them about, seeing the raven circle above a small square in the western part of the village. There was some more space here, most likely used to hold stands and booths of a local market or something. Teira should have had quite some visitors with how it was positioned between the bigger cities. 
 
    “So… What now?” Miria asked, glancing around. 
 
    “Anything weird here, Selene, Umbra?” 
 
    “I can feel a similar spiritual signature to the one I sensed around the scale, but… it’s very scattered here instead of focused.” 
 
    ~I suspect there might be an array hidden here or something similar. As Selene said, the energy is spread around. We should be careful. I have no idea what it could do. Besides maybe being responsible for this curse.~ 
 
    Asterios opened his circuits for the blazing mana, changing his appearance, this time again with his pupils turning vertical even without borrowing Miria’s power, and checked the new weapon he had received from Imadil. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s take a look around while having our guards u—” 
 
    “Master?” Miria interrupted him and Asterios turned around. “The scale?” 
 
    He saw her pointing at him and glanced down where her finger was aimed.  
 
    The dark red scale was levitating in the air above his spatial pouch, slowly making its way up while surrounded by a wisp of bluish energy. He was extremely confused at how it had gotten out of the magical storage more than how it was able to float by itself. 
 
    Asterios tried catching the scale, but he instantly let it go while releasing a loud hiss and rubbing the inner side of his palm. The scale burned him incredibly bad even through his quite durable glove, which was part of the offensive artifact on his forearm. 
 
    Everyone observed how it reached a certain height and flew to the center of the square. Shortly after, the ground started shaking as the scale flashed with blue light. Miria and Selene instantly jumped in front of Asterios, taking defensive stances to protect him in case of an attack. 
 
    But whatever spell or magic the scale was part of, didn’t seem to do anything else besides making the earth tremble heavily. After around thirty seconds, the tremors stopped, with the scale still hung up in the air. 
 
    “That’s it? What was the meaning of this the—” 
 
    *CRACK* 
 
    *CRACK* *CRACK* 
 
    *CRACK* *CRACK* CRACK* 
 
    Tens of huge crevices suddenly appeared over the whole place, stopping Miria from finishing her sentence. Moments later, chunks of earth broke off the ground with loud noise and surged towards the scale, starting to merge and form some shape. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me…” Asterios exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
    In front of their eyes, a huge humanoid silhouette was being created, with the stone and earth present in the square as its base material. But the moment the flying chunks joined together, they changed color into unanimous dark grey, announcing a change in their structure. 
 
    In just a few seconds, a two-meter-tall, dark grey statue kneeled in the center of the square. It had a general shape of a humanoid, a thick lizard-like tail coming from above its butt, hands with clawed fingers, and a scale-like carving around certain, external parts of its body. Besides that, it looked like a human. Or maybe a demon with its ears being much sharper than those of humans. 
 
    “Is that how Lizardmen look in your world, Master? Because it certainly doesn’t seem like any species of Lizardkin I know of from back at home,” Miria commented. 
 
    “No. The head is nothing like it and the visual representation of the scales is way different too.”  
 
    It then stood up, rising to something around four meters in total. They instantly spotted the red scale lodged in its forehead. 
 
    “Oh, great… If that thing is this Golem’s core, then I’m not even sure if we can destroy it,” he added. 
 
    The stone statue’s eyes then flashed with a blue glow and its head turned exactly at Asterios. 
 
    “I don’t think it likes you, my Lord…” 
 
    The Golem extended its arm to the side and more chunks of earth started breaking off the ground and flying up into its open palm, clearly forming a greatsword. 
 
    “At least that stone blade shouldn't be much more than a blunt club,” Miria commented. 
 
    ~Duck!~ 
 
    Immediately after the sword finished forming, the statue lunged at them and made a quick, horizontal slash. They all crouched to avoid it under Umbra’s call. The blade cut through a few remaining stone and wooden parts of the walls like through butter, surprising everyone with its sharpness. 
 
    ~Everyone, scatter! Miria! Enhance your weapons and see if you can even scratch it! Selene! Go all out! We aren’t taking any risks here and your strength should be a decent match for it! Umbra! Stay up there and be my eyes! We are running away immediately if things go south!~ Asterios shouted his orders through their mental connection to make use of its quick transmission. 
 
    Miria and Selene jumped to the sides and deepened their bonds with Asterios. He didn’t use part of his attention to see flashes of their vision, but instead, he went all-in on sharing his sight with Umbra. One of his eyes turned fully black. 
 
    While dodging another attack, this time vertically from above, Asterios quickly drew correct sigils on the ground and activated them after finishing the last one. They merged and flew to his glove, where he bound the full rune, allowing him to boost his physical capabilities thanks to Miria. 
 
    Knowing well that Asterios would be able to dodge that vertical swipe, Selene focused on quickly activating the furthest stage of her Awakening, and three bushy tails appeared behind her back. She wouldn’t let another attempt to harm her master be made and pushed herself off the ground, slamming her fist against the flat side of the stone blade. 
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to break it as she wanted and only created a few tiny cracks over its surface. But at least the Golem turned its focus from Asterios to her, which already was a success. She was forced back to the ground and started avoiding the stone puppet’s blows. 
 
    His new toy wouldn’t be of much help here, so Asterios focused on what he was best at—his techniques. He quickly drew Haste sigil and passed it onto Miria as she ran by him after coating her blades with her wind mana, already starting to conjure another spell right after she left. 
 
    Miria arrived at the Golem’s back and timed her lunge with its next attack aimed at Selene as Asterios had instructed her mentally. Her powered blades slashed at the giant’s stone skin but left only shallow streaks in it, bouncing back with a loud clang. 
 
     Asterios had been right. This wasn’t just a normal stone. 
 
    Sensing her attack, the Golem swung its left hand at her, leaving the sword only in his right, but Miria had been warned about it in time and easily got out of its reach.  
 
    She glanced at Asterios with a smile. She was really impressed how he could watch over them while preparing techniques at the same time. 
 
    ~Don’t let your mind wander now! Praise comes after the fight!~ he berated her, sensing her emotions through their deepened bond. 
 
    ~Sorry!~ 
 
    She felt her skin getting covered with a layer of protection shortly after, coming from Ast’s Iron Skin spell he had just attached to his glove. Refocusing her thoughts, Miria started looking for any weak points in their opponent’s body. 
 
    Selene had no problems dodging or blocking the Golem’s blows, but her own attacks, even boosted spiritually, could hardly do anything to it, which was slightly ticking her off. She knew she wasn’t the strongest being in her Awakened state, but it was the first time her raw strength had this little of an effect. 
 
    ~Don’t let it get to you. This is not a normal Golem. If nothing will work, we are going to run,~ Ast’s voice echoed in her mind. 
 
    ~But it could be a hint about your past.~ 
 
    ~I would rather forget all about it than have to forget about you.~ 
 
    The sudden, almost confession-like words from him took her by surprise. The short disruption in her focus resulted in Selene’s dodge being a bit too late and she quickly crossed her arms in front of her in anticipation of an incoming hit, forcing her to parry it instead.  
 
    But it never connected. 
 
    Black tendrils shot out of the statue’s shadow and stopped the stone sword shortly before it reached her. Selene quickly jumped back, and they disappeared. Umbra flew out of her shadow shortly after and rose into the sky again. She nodded at him with gratitude. 
 
    ~Focus. And go all out. We will cover you. You have the highest chances of doing something to it.~ 
 
    That one line from before replayed in Selene’s mind. A soft smile made its way onto her lips and a warm sensation started to spread through her body.  
 
    Being cared for this much by someone really felt incredible, even if she knew he hadn't meant it exactly like that. She was thankful Asterios was on the other side of the puppet, or he would definitely notice her slightly rosy cheeks. 
 
    She pushed all the unnecessary thoughts away when another sensation began spreading through her body, one that increased her spiritual efficiency by a lot. 
 
    ~Your wish is my command, my Lord.~ 
 
    A powerful pressure flared through the air as Selene’s external circuits flashed brightly, both the ones on her arms and those on her legs. She poured as much mana into them as she could, making the demonic apparitions show themselves up again.  
 
    This time though, besides huge spiritual arms floating above her physical ones, two demonic legs from thighs down appeared too. They looked like the legs of a Werewolf monster from Ast’s realm crossed with some demonic race. 
 
    She lowered herself and tensed her muscles. A wide grin appeared on Selene’s face and the ground cracked a moment later as she launched herself forward, aiming at the joints of the golem’s raised arm it had just directed at Miria. 
 
    A loud boom resonated through the air when Selene’s ethereal fist crashed into the stone puppet, throwing it off balance. She jumped back and landed near Miria to observe the aftereffects of her attack with her. 
 
    When the Golem turned to them again, they could see much more visible cracks in its surface, but they still were far from good damage.  
 
    Selene clicked her tongue. She would not last long enough in her Awakened state to grind that puppet into dust. 
 
    The two girls nodded at each other and engaged the Golem at the same time, starting to exchange blows. Miria mostly tried to drive her blades into the broken parts of the statue, focusing her enhancements on their tips, but it didn’t have much effect. Her speed wasn’t that useful here. 
 
    Umbra helped them by restraining their opponent's movements from time to time and allowing them to make much better prepared and coordinated attacks. He himself hadn’t regained enough of his strength in this realm to cause considerable damage with his shadow abilities and the puppet had no mind to assault or control. 
 
    Asterios had fortunately been left alone after the first attack and could throw his supportive magic at them, but he wasn’t able to achieve that much either.  
 
    For the whole fight, he had been focused on figuring out some weakness to their enemy, but it was proving impossible. Miria and Selene could barely scratch the scale in its head. He was starting to think that the Golem had no weakness, and it was its main tradeoff for its lacking combat capabilities. 
 
    It could barely react to Selene’s and Miria’s attacks; one boosted by her Awakening and the other making wonderful use of the Haste she had received earlier. But, in the battle of attrition, they would be the final loser, no matter what. 
 
    Lacking any ideas and not wanting to prolong this for no reason, he decided to make a final attempt. 
 
    ~Miria, let’s try something out. Come here for a moment.~ 
 
    Evading another swipe, she stepped back and appeared in front of Asterios in a flash, breathing roughly from all the exercise she was getting. 
 
    ~Hold on for a moment, Selene, Umbra. Just delay it.~ 
 
    “Turn around,” he spoke to Miria verbally. 
 
    She did it without any questioning and waited. Ast’s hands soon appeared on her exposed lower back and slid up under her top. She was a little confused but trusted him completely. 
 
    Asterios started drawing on his scorching hot energy, filling his spiritual circuits to the brim. After reaching their limits, his hands began trailing over Miria’s back, getting increasingly hotter as he condensed his mana in them. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but considering the fiery nature of his second source, he was hoping it would. 
 
    He finished drawing the sigil he wanted and started pouring all his blazing mana into it. Miria’s body shivered and she let out a loud moan as something warm started filling both her spiritual circuits and her whole body. She was getting hotter and hotter. 
 
    Asterios finished filling up the formation and sent the last wave of his energy to activate it, causing Miria to moan again, making Selene a little curious about what was happening on the sidelines. 
 
    Miria felt as if someone suddenly threw a barrel of highly flammable oil into the already burning furnace which was her body, causing an immense explosion of flames. 
 
    “Oh wow…” 
 
    She opened her eyes after hearing Ast’s surprised voice and understood at once why it was like that. The fur over her arms was burning. No. It was the fire. Almost as if it had been part of her from the very beginning.  
 
    The tongues of crimson flames could be spotted over her legs, tail, and head too, which still kept their previous features, just made of literal fire. And it didn’t hurt her. It felt warm. And comfortable. 
 
    She couldn’t see it, but Asterios had her back in full view, and what initially started as a sigil covering the top part of her back was now a huge, crimson red, glowing tattoo from her shoulders to her bottom. At first glance, it looked like a Phoenix or a Dragon. He wasn’t completely sure. 
 
    “Looks like we are quite compatible,” he said as she turned to face him. 
 
    Even her eyes were now crimson red too, just like his. Miria received Ast’s perspective for a moment, allowing her to see herself through his eyes, and didn’t know how to feel. All she could think of was that she looked cool. 
 
    “And I thought you couldn’t get any hotter,” Asterios threw in his two cents after hearing her thoughts, making Miria giggle a little. “While this wasn’t what I expected, let’s leave the pondering for later. Can you make use of my energy inside you?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and scanned her internal circuits, immediately noticing she felt almost the same as that day in the cavern when they had switched bodies, but this time, the powerful energy seemed to belong as much to her as it did to him. 
 
    She opened her eyes again while bringing both of her swords up and starting to pour the blazing hot mana into them. The blades began turning slightly red, then crimson, then orange, and then blindingly white, bursting in crimson flames too. 
 
    “Incredible…” Asterios muttered. 
 
    Miria checked them out and nodded to herself, raising her gaze back at Asterios, now completely focused. 
 
    “I’m going in.” 
 
    He nodded back at her, and she disappeared with her Haste, leaving an afterimage of the crimson flames that couldn’t catch up with her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
It’s All Coming Together 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With another layer of spiritual energy shaped into a flat shield, Selene parried an incoming swipe of the Golem’s large sword, making it slam into the ground by her side. Her dancing tails shimmered with a white glow as she made use of the short window of opportunity to condense a whirring javelin of pure mana above one of her demonic-looking, ethereal hands. 
 
    Just as the giant raised its weapon back into the air, Selene pushed her strengthened body to its limits and launched the ferocious projectile straight into the stone puppet’s armpit.  
 
    But even this failed to do anything more than making her opponent stagger while creating cracks in its skin and chipping away a bit of its body, which started to slowly regenerate. 
 
    She readied herself for another attack when suddenly, two glowing blades surrounded by crimson flames appeared in the center of the Golem’s chest, instantly starting to melt the stone around them. 
 
    The large puppet made a motion to shake off whatever had latched itself onto its back and the flaming points disappeared from its body, followed by a soft thump of air just by Selene’s side. Her eyes widened the instant she laid them on the source. 
 
    “Miria? Is that you?” 
 
    The flaming panthergirl gave her a bright smile. “Yep. I got help from Master. Come on, let’s finish it off together.” 
 
    Selene was still quite in shock from Miria’s completely unexpected change in appearance, not able to stop staring in awe at the mesmerizing fire covering the areas of her body that had previously held hair or fur, but she faintly nodded in response. 
 
    With another big grin, Miria disappeared from the spot, jumping forward with her Haste.  
 
    Selene began feeling the fatigue in her body slightly dissipating and being replaced by a comfortable feeling. She glanced at Asterios behind the giant puppet and saw him crouching over a complex-looking magic circle giving off green hues. She also smiled softly and lunged forward, cracking the ground in the process. 
 
    The two girls focused their minds on cooperating with the use of the bond formed between them thanks to being under the same master and quickly synchronized their actions as much as they could at the current moment.  
 
    And again, when they deepened the connection between each other as Asterios had taught them, Selene was reminded just how much stronger Miria’s bond was when compared to her own, clearly allowing the panthergirl to almost catch up to her level of power with the support she had been receiving from their master. She shook her head to stop these distracting thoughts and fully focused on their opponent. 
 
    As Selene and now boosted Miria switched into full offense, the Golem had almost no chance to make a complete, uninterrupted swing of its stone greatsword. The moment it tried, Selene blocked it by slamming her fist, coated with spiritual energy, into the blade. Miria then appeared by its body and slashed at the most exposed parts with her heated shortswords. The stone still showed some resistance, but with Selene’s support, she was able to lead the glowing steel through the melting mineral at a moderate speed. 
 
    And, just after their first combination strike, the Golem almost lost one of its legs. Miria had to jump back to avoid an incoming fist before she could seal the deal. But, they didn’t give it a chance to start regenerating. 
 
    Partially copying the technique Asterios had used with Miria in the forest dungeon, Selene joined her palms together and started condensing spiritual platforms at various angles all around the huge puppet. 
 
    Noticing the first one forming, the panthergirl instantly made use of it and started jumping around with a flurry of blows fast enough to leave only a crimson smudge behind her figure flying from point to point and creating more melting cuts in the Golem’s body. 
 
    It had no chance to react and just kept being pushed around like a practice target until Miria stopped to catch her breath, appearing by Selene again. The fox lady wasted no time and rushed in while sucking all her energy back into her source and then transferring it fully to her external circuit covering her right arm. 
 
    The Golem, now dripping with melting stone from countless cuts, which started to slowly harden in an inconvenient way, had its movements restricted even more and allowed Selene to easily appear underneath it. 
 
    With a fearless grin, she pushed her right fist up. A loud explosion occurred as her attack connected with her opponent’s body, kicking up clouds of dust in the entire area. The Golem was sent flying into the sky without any control on its part. 
 
    Even though the visibility near the ground was obstructed, Miria appeared by Selene’s side without a problem. Retaining all the momentum, she grabbed Selene's hand and started to spin around with her in tow, and after a few quick circles, she launched her friend into the air. 
 
    Selene quickly passed the Golem, which had stopped rising, and she used a spiritual platform to stop her advance.  
 
    Knowing well what was coming, she gathered another burst of mana in the external circuits on her legs and pushed herself off the foothold the moment she noticed two flaming and spinning shortswords heading straight at her. 
 
    Reaching the first weapon coming her way, Selene’s vision slowed down thanks to the technique from Asterios. She had an easy time calculating the spins in her head and preparing her body. With a perfectly timed kick that hit the pommel of the flaming shortsword, she sent it down at the falling giant’s neck with a loud explosion of spiritual energy. 
 
    Aware of the attack, it somehow managed to cross its arms before the speeding blade hit it, but that only made it worse.  
 
    The force behind the heated-up sword not only easily penetrated both of its stone wrists but also propelled it back even further, sending it crashing against the ground and creating a huge crater in the center of the market, with its arms now pinned to its neck and the ground. 
 
    Without a second of delay, another flaming blade came raining down from the sky and pierced right into the red scale embedded into its forehead with another loud boom.  
 
    Thanks to both of those impacts, the area was again covered in dust. 
 
    Selene softly landed on the ground and waved her ethereal arms to create a gust of spiritual wind along with her descent, clearing the air up. The trio was ready to continue the fight further, even though all of them felt quite drained.  
 
    But, when their opponent was revealed, they all noticed its body not regenerating anymore. Additionally, it was starting to crumble down after losing its earlier, grey color, reverting back to the brown of the earth it had picked up at the beginning. 
 
    Umbra flew down into the Golem’s remains to check it out as he had the safest way to quickly escape, and his shadowy form raised his survivability too. 
 
    ~It’s done,~ he reported. 
 
    Miria and Selene exhaled in relief and the latter withdrew her Awakening, already starting to experience the backlash from using it so much. She stumbled backward but hit something before falling. A man’s arms wrapped themselves around her waist and her head leaned back on someone’s shoulder. 
 
    “Good job. Take it easy now and rest on me,” Ast’s voice rang just by her fluffy ear. 
 
    “If you insist, fufufu~” she replied and relaxed all her muscles, letting Asterios hold her. 
 
    Miria walked to them while still enveloped in crimson flames. 
 
    “I do think this is very cool, but… am I going to stay like this, Master?” She looked herself over. 
 
    “Try expelling all of my mana from your circuits.” 
 
    She nodded and closed her eyes to focus. After a few moments, the fire gradually died down and revealed Miria’s black fur hiding under it. Sighing softly, she opened her eyes. 
 
    “I kind of miss that pleasant warmth now…” Miria stroked the fur over her forearms. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “You’ll experience it again many times. We do have to learn more about this.” 
 
    “What did you do back then, Master?” 
 
    “Honestly, what happened wasn’t really what I expected to happen when activating the technique. Since your wind enchantment was completely ineffective, I wanted to try sharing with you my fiery mana while drawing a fire-attribute formation on your back. You aren’t really experienced with that element, so it was meant to allow you to draw on my energy inside your body and channel it through the sigil to create and control fire like you have been doing with your mana and wind.” 
 
    “Ooooooh. That sounds great. But not as great as what had happened, ehehe~” 
 
    “Definitely. Perhaps thanks to our compatibility and strength of the bond between us, it was somehow affected. The sigils I drew on your back changed after you absorbed everything that I had sent you and then things happened. You are just incredible. That’s all.” 
 
    Miria giggled as a faint blush adorned her cheeks. “It’s only thanks to you. The more time we spend together, the stronger I get. I could never do something like this on my own.” 
 
    “I’m glad you are happy. But let’s check the Golem first and continue the chat later. Mind helping me out with Selene?” 
 
    Miria glanced at the comfortable expression on her friend's face and smiled softly. “I think you will be fine, Master. Someone has to be on the lookout in case anything else happens, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Right...” 
 
    There was Umbra to keep watch over them, but Asterios didn’t feel like pointing that out. Since Selene clearly had trouble even standing up, he scooped her into a princess carry and headed towards the destroyed lumps of earth. 
 
    “I guess you’ve regained your masculinity now, fufufu~” Selene chuckled at him with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’ve carried me twice, so no, not yet.” He smiled back at her. 
 
    When they reached the remains of the Golem, Selene urged him to let her down for the time they would be investigating as she wouldn’t want to inconvenience him too much. Albeit a little reluctant, he agreed, and Miria supported her in his stead. 
 
    In front of them was a semi-deep crater with a mass of crushed stone and earth in the center, with two steel shortswords sticking out from the ground near each other. While the first one was embedded hilt-deep into the soil, the second one was sunk less than one-third of its length. It was the weapon aimed at the supposed core. 
 
    Asterios tried pulling it out, but it proved impossible for him. He could try another technique to borrow more strength from Miria, but he wasn’t really the type to show off or take shame in being weaker than a girl. 
 
    Before he could ask one of them for help though, Umbra’s shadowy tendrils began rising from under his feet and quickly enveloped most of his body like a one-piece armor. 
 
    ~Try it now, Master.~ 
 
    Encouraged by Umbra, Asterios placed his hands on the hilt again and pulled up. He could feel the incredible difference in strength as even the ground under him cracked during this attempt. Logically speaking, his legs shouldn’t be able to sustain such pressure, but it definitely had something to do with this shadow suit. 
 
    After a moment, the sword popped out of the ground and almost made him fall onto his butt, but black tendrils shot out of Ast’s back and stabilized him by burying into the earth behind him. 
 
    “This is quite handy. What exactly are you doing?” Asterios asked. 
 
    ~While I could create a humanoid form with my shadow, or anything else being able to grab things, it’s way easier to just cover you with an exoskeleton with my body and use it as the base. I can leave the control to you and only focus on the effects like increasing your physical strength.~ 
 
    “That’s so amazing!” Miria praised him. “Does it make Master safer too?” 
 
    ~Well, this certainly provides a good defensive layer, but technically speaking, it’s still my own body. I won’t get hurt by simple weapons and the weakest magic, but at the same time, I’m very used to changing my shape when avoiding attacks and I could end up doing that subconsciously.~ 
 
    “Ah. I’m sorry, I didn’t think of that. Yeah, that could be dangerous. For both of you. And it looks way obvious, anyway. But it can be useful when sneaking around at night.” 
 
    After she finished, the shadow enveloping Ast’s body seeped through the material of his normal armor and disappeared. Asterios pulled his collar a little and revealed a thin layer of black, misty undergarments over his skin. 
 
    ~No one said I have to be on the outside.~ Umbra chuckled in their minds. 
 
    Asterios nodded and made sure to remember such a useful trick for possible later use. Right now, he returned his focus to Miria’s blade he held in his hand and everyone else also glanced at it. 
 
    “After all of that… and only this much?” Selene was the first to speak, not even trying to hide her surprise and amazement. 
 
    On the very tip of the sword was the dark crimson scale, pierced by the metal. But, the shocking part was the fact that it had been barely punctured by the previously heated-to-white, flaming weapon, additionally launched towards its target by Selene’s incredibly powerful kick. Yet, the tip hadn't sunk into it deep enough to even threaten the scale with splitting it into two. 
 
    “There’s no way this is a Lizardman’s scale or any beast from this realm. Even amongst those, I do know of, this level of durability would be something that’s characteristic for Tier 1 or Ascended ones,” Asterios commented, examining the sturdy petal. 
 
    “Maybe it was reinforced with magic?” Miria asked. 
 
    With Umbra’s help, he pried the scale off the blade and threw it at her. Miria started applying as much force as she could onto it, but the scale was as tough as before, even with a glaring cut in the middle. 
 
    “Then it should lose the effect already. There’s no longer any spiritual energy inside of it. It can only be explained as something natural for this scale. And that’s starting to make me believe it could really be a Dragon’s scale. How did they manage to obtain one?” he pondered. 
 
    “Oh.” As Miria fumbled with the scale, a thin, white string fell off it. “Isn’t this hair?”  
 
    “I think so too.” Selene caught it. “It seems to have been tied around the scale’s edge. And… It’s very weird… I swear its mana signature feels familiar, but I can’t wrap my head around how exactly…” 
 
    Umbra peeled himself off Asterios and sat on his shoulder in his raven form. 
 
    ~It’s only natural you’d feel a connection to it. I could never forget this energy no matter how many millennia would pass. There’s no doubt that it's hers.~ 
 
    Umbra’s tone slowly switched into his ancient-sounding one as he spoke in their minds with a clear trace of disdain in his voice 
 
    “Hers?” Selene asked. 
 
    ~Kaguya…~  
 
    “Princess Kaguya is Master’s mother?!” Miria gasped, covering her mouth with her free hand.  
 
    Everyone stared at her in silence, still taking in just the connection between the strand of white hair and the fabled heroine of all beastfolk. All of them knew Umbra wouldn’t make such claims halfheartedly and that he had no reason to deceive them. 
 
    “Slow down a little, Miria.” Asterios tried calming the panthergirl down after noticing her rising excitement through their bond. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. First, there’s no proof that she was amongst the two people I’ve seen in my memories; they could have somehow gotten their hands on both the scale and her hair. Second, even if she was the person, we are not exactly sure the two are my biological parents and not just some random people. Who knows if they didn’t kidnap me or something. And third, didn’t she live and disappear like hundreds of years ago, if not more?” 
 
    “While I do want to agree with your skepticism, my Lord, this would explain a lot if it was true,” Selene chimed in, meeting his gaze. “If we look back, everything that happened to you after the barrier around your body had been broken, was somehow connected to her.” 
 
    “Really? How so?” Miria turned to her with sparkling eyes. 
 
    “During that incident where your second source of mana exploded, shattering the barrier, you ended up somehow summoning Miria. She is not only from the same realm as Kaguya, but she also grew up on stories about her and fell in love with them, ending up pretty much as her biggest fan.” 
 
    Miria looked away, starting to feel her face getting hotter when being described like that. Selene chuckled softly and continued. 
 
    “Then, when you tried your first summoning after that happened, the wisp of your incredible energy lured me in, who is not only again from the same realm as Kaguya and Miria, but also of the same species and bloodline, the Spiritual Foxes and Moonborn. And Umbra stated that I am her direct descendant. Unless it was just his way of calling me her kin.” 
 
    ~I’m not sure if every single member of your subrace emanates the same aura as the only individuals from your kind I’ve met are you and Kaguya, but I made that statement while being fairly sure that you are related to her by more than just species.~ 
 
    Selene nodded. For a moment, she wondered if that would make her and Asterios blood relatives, but she quickly shook off these thoughts as it wasn’t the time to cloud her mind with such worries. Besides, it did not matter if the two people would truly be each other’s Soul Mates and hundreds of years had passed. 
 
    “Ekhm. And finally, even Umbra. He encountered Kaguya in his past, fought against her for quite some time, and holds a strong grudge against her, no offense. All three of us can be considered somehow related to Kaguya. Considering the Summoner's affinity Grea mentioned, it could be affected by your ancestry.” 
 
    Again, silence fell on them. No one could really deny Selene’s claims as they did hold some truth and logic to them. Umbra was the first one to break it. 
 
    ~And if we consider the strength of that woman… it wouldn’t be so surprising to assume she would be able to fight with a Dragon on equal ground. If my realm wasn’t the only one she appeared in, and I doubt it was, she could have faced one or more in another.~ 
 
    Everyone looked at the scale Miria was still holding with thoughtful expressions. Especially Asterios seemed to be thinking very deeply about all the revealed information. Selene nudged Miria with her elbow and nodded her head towards him. 
 
    The panthergirl brought them close to Asterios and she nuzzled her face into his neck, rubbing her adorable ears against his chin, incidentally causing Selene to lean onto his chest too. 
 
    “We finally got a clue to solving the mystery of your past. Shouldn’t you be happier, Master?” 
 
    He used his free hand to brush through her hair. “I am. It just takes a moment to take all this in. And nothing is yet confirmed.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my Lord, it will never get confirmed unless we find your real parents, someone who knew them and you before you’ve been left alone, or unless we get rid of the seal on your memories, and they prove to hold meaningful answers.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Yeah. You are right. And from the options you have listed, only one sounds like something we have decent chances succeeding at.” 
 
    “The seal, right?” Miria asked. 
 
    “Yes. Now, after checking my birth village, which actually might not be where I was born, the next step we take should most likely be trying to unlock my memories.” 
 
    “Ah. My Lord, look.” 
 
    After gaining their attention, Selene pointed around.  
 
    The remaining ruins and parts of the damaged structures were now visibly less fresh. Some rubble they had remembered seeing was not present anymore, and after staring at their surroundings for a moment, they could easily notice parts of the debris crumbling and disappearing, turning way more worn out by weather and time, and nature quickly overtaking the place. 
 
    ~It looks like either the scale or the formation that held the Golem was responsible for keeping this place stuck in its previous state. Now that their power is no more, two missed decades are catching up. Something like this requires an immense amount of spiritual energy to pull off,~ Umbra commented. 
 
    “Miria, Umbra, let’s try to see if we can find anything else before this place gets swallowed by grass and vines. I’ll stay with Selene.” 
 
    Miria nodded and left the fox lady in his arms before jumping forward. Umbra launched himself into the air too and flew in the opposite direction. Selene allowed Asterios to easily pick her up again and they too began walking around. She could return to her realm, but as long as Asterios didn’t tell her to, she wanted to stay with him. 
 
    They could only look around for less than an hour more before the terrain was nearly completely covered by tall grass and wild plants. Many remaining burnt, wooden beams and parts crumbled down while only some still stood proud as evidence of the fire. 
 
    Asterios recalled everyone, and they met in front of the place where the main gate had been in the past. Nothing else had caught their eye during this quick search so they decided to move back to their camp and rest. 
 
    On their way back, Asterios rode on Miria while holding Selene in front of him. They traveled in silence until Umbra descended from the sky and perched on Ast’s shoulder. 
 
    ~I can feel something bothering you and I know what you might be thinking. You have no relation to whatever she did and I’m not someone who pushes the blame from a parent to a child. I can’t promise not to bear negative thoughts about your potential mother, but know that she has nothing to do with our own situation.~ 
 
    Asterios nodded. “If she really is my mother, then it’s not like she has given me enough reasons to unconditionally try to defend her. I can’t say I view her in a positive light with what bits of information I have on her from you guys. She doesn’t really strike me as a good person either. Sorry, Miria.” 
 
    ~Don’t be, Master. She might have been my idol, but if she was the woman to abandon my mate in a burning building shortly after their birth, I will be the first one to punch her in the face when we meet her.~ 
 
    He chuckled softly and rubbed Miria’s ears from above. Selene hugged him a bit tighter. 
 
    “And no matter how high my people may think of her, this is just another case of them believing in something that is not true, like with my supposed curse. It’s not hard to imagine how the lack of information resulted in her heroic image over the years. She certainly isn’t a hero to me. Not anymore. I would have never thought learning that I share blood with Princess Kaguya could make me feel so disgusted.” 
 
    “We share something more than just her blood then.” 
 
    Ast’s comment made her feel relieved and she leaned more into him with a soft smile which he couldn’t see. They continued in silence until they were back in their camp. Since Asterios was casting his rejuvenating techniques onto Selene on the whole way back, she was now a little better, but still relied on his help. 
 
    Miria jumped back to her realm and brought snacks and drinks. They sat together and started eating. 
 
    “What’s our next move then, Master?” she asked, curious if Asterios had any ideas. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of options. If we still want to focus on researching my past, then asking around is the best choice. Maybe Mom’s family will know about someone dealing in seals. Or Grea. Or the guild. Personally, I don’t. That is unless you girls want to do something else.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you want me to do!” Miria answered cheerfully, her tail making happy dances. 
 
    “Me too, my Lord. I’ll see what I can do in our realm. There could be something of help to us amongst the books and records on Kaguya. I still have access to them. And the Matriarch will definitely be willing to help after I share my findings with her. To think that she could still be alive after so much time...” 
 
    ~It does not matter to me what direction we’ll be heading. Anything is better than that cursed realm. I’m still worried I won’t be able to come back here each time I return to that hell,~ Umbra added. 
 
    “I see. I guess we’ll pick up the weapon from Imadil’s smithy and start asking around. It should be ready by now or sometime soon. Maybe they will know something. Elves are good with all kinds of magic.” 
 
    After discussing things between them for a while longer, Asterios focused on alleviating the aftereffects of Selene’s Awakening at its highest stage, taking the opportunity to also help her a bit with her external spiritual circuits at the same time, as both things involved his mana. 
 
    Selene couldn’t get enough of the feeling of Ast’s hot and very pleasant energy roaming through her whole body, sometimes replaced with various other spiritual effects taking place as the result of his skillful techniques. It created a combination that could only be called an all-in spiritual and physical massage. No piece of her internal and external spiritual circuits was left strained after they were done. 
 
    The process was remarkably effective, but unfortunately, very time-consuming too. The sun was long gone when they decided to stop. And, while the two of them were focused on it, Miria had caught a deer by herself and managed to prepare it with the help of her parents. 
 
    Therefore, they started a fire and held a small feast to regain strength for tomorrow. Magic couldn’t solve all the issues caused by exhausting oneself. Good food and rest were always the most important part. And that was exactly what they focused on, leaving to sleep shortly after finishing eating. 
 
    This time though, Selene decided to stay with them and shared a tent with Miria and Asterios. He dozed off with the snuggly panthergirl in his arms, and a calm foxgirl with her back against his own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18
A Clash With a Junior 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, everyone woke up feeling different. Miria was fully rested and emanated her cheerful energy as usual. Selene was still experiencing the leftover sluggishness and burnout from her recent time in the Awakened state. Even Asterios had not yet completely recovered from spending most of the previous day channeling his techniques into Selene. 
 
    Therefore, while the fatigued duo kept resting, Miria took care of breakfast and all other chores. She was glad Selene had an opportunity to spend some more time alone with Asterios.  
 
    As they were eating, the topic of Ast’s origins resurfaced again, which wasn’t anything surprising considering how much was still shrouded in mystery and uncertainty. 
 
    “Do you think Master’s second source comes from Kaguya?” Miria asked at one point. 
 
    Selene was quick to shake her head. “I don’t believe that’s a possibility.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ve already experienced how his other source has a very fiery nature, almost like it's a scorching blaze itself. There’s nothing in the archives about such energy surrounding Kaguya. She was strong, but she still used neutral mana with the blue tint that’s characteristic of Spiritual Foxes of the Moonborn bloodline. Or did that change, Umbra?” 
 
    The shadow by her side fluttered and Umbra flew out of it, making his way into this realm. He plopped himself down on Selene’s thigh. 
 
    ~No, it’s just like you said. Any techniques that woman had used while fighting were enveloped in bluish hues of her energy.~ 
 
    “And since I myself specialize in the same field as her, I can also tell how different these energies are. I’ve never heard about a Spiritual Fox controlling any specific element. Even the spiritual fire I can invoke isn’t really a fire in its actual sense.” 
 
    “I see. Then, is it possible that Master got it from his father and the normal one from Kaguya?” 
 
    Asterios took that one on himself. “Generally speaking, it should be impossible to inherit two sources, one from both parents. It would be a different topic if we considered that both came from one since it’s natural for the offspring of an entity with multiple sources to also have them. But there are a lot of variables here. The highest chances of that happening are of course when both parents are the same species and hold two sources. If crossbreeding is involved, it may not necessarily end with two. It would depend on the potential of both parents. Kaguya supposedly had only one, right?” 
 
    “Yes. There is no evidence to believe otherwise. No Spiritual Fox with two sources existed as far back as the archives date,” Selene answered. 
 
    “Then that lowers this chance if we still assume that Kaguya is my mother, even if her partner has two sources. And besides that, no humanoid race that I know of does so. It kind of crosses out the man I’ve seen in that flashback. If that was a man. Everything is leaning more toward me somehow receiving a second source rather than inheriting it, I think. I’m not really considering the possibility of me being an offspring of two powerful mythical beasts that they somehow stole or something with how I look just like a typical human.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say that some of them can shapeshift into a humanoid form, Master?” Miria asked. 
 
    “Were you able to shapeshift right after birth?” 
 
    “Ah. No. I only learned about it when I was twelve with the help of my parents.” 
 
    “Exactly. Even Dragons would need to mature at least a bit to do something like that. And I was clearly a humanoid baby rather than a little hatchling or something, in my early days. Not like I can do anything like that right now, after almost twenty years.” 
 
    “But don’t the changes that occur when you draw on the energy from your second source count as partial shapeshifting? Your hair and eyes do change,” Selene said. 
 
    “Yeah! And back when that fire exploded, your skin looked different for a moment too! And your eyes were more… shimmering and compelling!” Miria added with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Ah, right. There was that. I honestly don’t know. I think it was an effect of that weird event in my Soulscape. We’ve already tried to reproduce it, but nothing besides my eyes and hair changes.” 
 
    “I guess we really lack too much information on this to come to any valuable conclusion. Well then. I also have a question, my Lord. What are we going to do about the village?” Selene didn’t see any reason to drag that topic out and changed it. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, the curse is no more. Didn’t Truvi mention recurring attempts at taking it down by the local authorities and how there’s a reward for whoever succeeds?” 
 
    “She did say that!” Miria jumped a little with a lively smile. 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to cash in on it.” 
 
    “Eh? But why? We did take it down.” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “Various reasons. First, the kingdom has been trying to get rid of it for years. We would bring lots of unwanted attention to ourselves by taking credit for it. That’s not convenient in our current situation. If we lacked funds, I’m sure our new family would help us out without a second thought.” 
 
    “I agree with you on this, my Lord.” 
 
    “And also, I believe they would want proof. Each of you guys might be strong, even stronger with my support, but none of us is highly proficient in magic or techniques that deal with curses or this kind of magical array. Our only evidence is the damaged scale, and I don’t really want to hand it away. They could also be suspicious of how we were able to find it and the formation when top tier mages couldn’t.” 
 
    “Now I too think it might not be the best idea…” 
 
    Asterios reached out to pat the adorable panthergirl, slowly turning less excited. 
 
    “There are much safer ways to get famous if that’s what we would be aiming for. Involving much more exploring and dungeon delving.” 
 
    Under his affectionate caresses, a delighted smile appeared on Miria’s lips. “I’d love to do more dungeons with you, Master. It was fun.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind fighting some more too. It’s the best way to improve. And also for me to exercise my circuits more.” Selene nodded in agreement. 
 
    ~I’m personally curious about these so-called dungeons from what I’ve seen in your memories. I have a feeling that spending time inside those would let me regain strength too.~ 
 
    “I’ll see about that then. Let’s decide after we see if we can get any info on our current objective, which is an expert on seals.” 
 
    After finishing breakfast, they decided to spend this day making a complete recovery as they weren’t really pressured by time. Miria and Selene returned to their realm, going separate ways this time.  
 
    The former went to spend some time with her family—which almost always ended up with her being drilled by her mother on the topic of Asterios—while the latter decided to visit the Matriarch to fill her in on the information they had gathered and to ask for help with researching Kaguya’s past. 
 
    Asterios was left alone with Umbra, and the two agreed to practice together in hopes of learning more about the ancient immortal’s general abilities and how they could be supported by Ast’s repertoire of magical techniques. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Selene was walking through the streets of her hometown, the biggest city of the Spiritual Foxes. The whole location had been built into a huge mountain of marble-like color, and pretty much all of the buildings inherited that trait. 
 
    At the highest point of that peak, existed a very elegant-looking temple, which could be seen from almost every location below, excluding those on the other side of the mountain as it still was positioned a bit of distance from the very summit. 
 
    Selene, being a High Priestess, always held herself with respect, even with everyone around her aware of the curse. She did look a little strict, cold, or gloomy to someone who didn’t know her, but almost no one had any doubts that she’d earned her position with her own hard work and efforts, which was especially tough considering her situation. 
 
    But, today, the people she passed on the street had clearly noticed something different about their priestess. Her usually neutral expression had been replaced by a very faint but easily perceivable smile, and even her steps had much more grace in them. Many wondered what the reason behind that change was. 
 
    After climbing the last batch of stairs, she found herself in front of the main temple, where the Matriarch usually spent most of her time. A few people in robes and oriental outfits similar to hers walked around, with women being in the vast majority.  
 
    Noticing her, they respectfully bowed their heads, to which she responded with the same. What surprised the other people was that smile again, never seen in public before. 
 
    She made her way inside, into a spacious main hall upheld by dozens of marble pillars and columns, confidently walking towards her destination. Not long later, Selene stopped in front of a regular door and knocked on it. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Gaining permission to enter, she stepped into the room. 
 
    “Ah! High Priestess Selene! How could this Pursvani be of use to you?” A young man with red hair and fur instantly bowed. 
 
    “There’s no need to be so formal, Pursvani. Could you please check for me if the Matriarch has any audiences planned around now?” 
 
    “Right away, High Priestess. Please make yourself comfortable while I go through the documents.” 
 
    He bowed once more and hastily walked to a desk in the corner of the small room. Selene knew this could take a minute or two, so she sat down on one of the pillows meant for meditation and closed her eyes. 
 
    Unfortunately, she couldn’t even begin as a voice brought her back from the depths of her mind. 
 
    “Well, well, well… Look who decided to show up after ignoring the temple for so long.” 
 
    Selene opened her eyes just to see a young girl with silver fur and hair enter through a passage connecting this room with another. A heavy sigh escaped her lips a moment later. 
 
    “High Priestess Ronye. I’m glad to see that you are well.” 
 
    “And I hoped you'd disappeared along with your curse, but it seems that you are still alive.” 
 
    Even though the two had been smiling at each other, the poor man doing his secretary job could feel the temperature in the room dropping at a steady pace from this stare down. He decided to choose the best approach for this kind of situation and leaned onto his desk as much as he could, reducing his visible presence to the minimum. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter.” Ronye waved her hand dismissively. “The more of your responsibilities you skip on, the more my chances of becoming the next Matriarch rise.” 
 
    Selene snorted. “How can something rise if it doesn’t even exist in the first place?” 
 
    “What did you say?!” 
 
    Selene stood up and patted out her clothes. “Exactly what you heard. The Matriarch will never appoint a snobby brat such as yourself as her successor.” 
 
    “You dare!” 
 
    Ronye entered the fourth stage of her Awakening and flared her aura, filling the chamber with spiritual pressure.  
 
    “Have you forgotten where we are? This is exactly what I’m talking about. Start working on that temper of yours before dreaming about becoming the next Matriarch. If she happened to be around, you’d be in for an earful right now.” 
 
    “You, someone who is leeching off the Matriarch’s pity, dare to lecture me?! Don’t think I haven’t seen through your mask! You are nothing but a leech taking advantage of her kindness! You’d be a cripple without her endless support!” 
 
    “You are right about that.” 
 
    The immediate reply threw Ronye off a little and her expression switched into a slightly confused one. Each time she’d confronted Selene in the past, there had never been a time she hadn't fought back with her words.  
 
    While she was stumped, Selene continued. 
 
    “I’m very aware that without the selfless help of certain individuals, my life would be completely different, no matter how much my own effort I would expend. But it has nothing to do with your situation.” 
 
    Ronye pointed her finger at Selene and sent her an angry glare. 
 
    “The amount of time and resources the Matriarch spent on someone with one leg in the grave is completely illogical! And even with all of that, you’ve barely reached the third stage! So much wasted not only on someone cursed but also talentless!” 
 
    Selene shook her head. “You are just jealous she’d rather pay attention to someone in need rather than focus on nurturing the second strongest person in this tribe after her. And you really still think you’d even be considered a candidate? Even Pantherkin aren’t so power-hungry.” 
 
    “Courting death!” 
 
    The spiritual pressure increased, and their clothes started to flutter a little. Selene noticed that Pursvani was starting to have a tough time breathing, being an unawakened Spiritual Fox. But, as usual, the petulant girl lost sight of her surroundings during her fit of anger. 
 
    “Stop this farce before you lose even more face in this temple.” She sent the silver-haired girl a cold stare. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Selene closed her eyes briefly and sighed again. 
 
    Looks like I’ll have to ask my Lord for some more of his spiritual massages… I'm kind of looking forward to that, fufufufu~ 
 
    Opening them with a soft smile present on her lips, she entered her own Awakening and flared her mana too. 
 
    “Or I will have to forcefully calm you down before you cause harm to others.” 
 
    “You? Stop me? With your puny third stage? It seems that the curse has finally eroded what little brain you had left! It's time for you to pay for this slander!” 
 
    Seeing Ronye lunge at her, Selene’s first reaction was to erect a strong barrier around themselves to ease up Pursvani’s struggle and to minimize the potential damage the clash of their energies could cause. 
 
    Normally, even if she had argued with Ronye a lot, and that happened very often since the young woman seemed to hold a grudge against her, she wouldn’t let things escalate to this level.  
 
    Selene hadn’t been confident in going against someone as strong as Ronye, and there was also her own situation to worry about. But that was before she met Asterios.  
 
    As four silvery tails swished behind her, Ronye rushed forward with her fist drawn back, surrounded by greenish tongues of spiritual energy. Before she reached the older Foxkin, something flashed under Selene’s knee socks and sleeves, illuminating their surface with blue markings. 
 
    Suddenly, just before her fist connected with its target, a demonic-looking, ethereal hand blocked its path, catching it firmly and forcing the blow into an immediate halt as ripples of force traveled through the air. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    A smirk appeared on Selene’s face. “I always wanted to do this at least once.” 
 
    A second ghostly apparition materialized at Selene’s other side and started to shrink. She positioned her arm in front of it and slid it inside. Wearing it like an oversized sleeve, she started to draw her fist back. 
 
    Ronye tried to pry her hand out of the clutches of the first one, but it wouldn’t even budge. Selene’s posture then suddenly shifted and the next thing Ronye’s senses registered was a sharp pain in her abdomen as that gloved fist slugged her right into the stomach with incredible strength, shaking the whole room with the impact. 
 
    "KUAGH?!" 
 
    Selene withdrew the spiritual arm holding Ronye’s hand, and the girl's body hung limply over her fist. She had lost consciousness from that punch, which resulted in her Awakening wearing out and the pressure in the air receding. 
 
    Hearing nothing but silence after two powerful impacts, Pursvani peeked his head from his desk and his eyes instantly widened. He had not expected Selene to be the winner of that clash. 
 
    She glanced at the man, making him jerk up. “So, the Matriarch?” 
 
    “Right here,” a voice answered from behind her. 
 
    Turning around, Selene saw Lerisse just closing the door to the chamber. She quickly withdrew her Awakening and bowed her head respectfully. As much respectfully as she could be while still holding the younger girl in the air, lodged over her fist. 
 
    “Looks like the situation is… resolved.” 
 
    “I apologize for causing a commotion at the temple, Matriarch.” 
 
    “Come with me. Pursvani, take a little break. Let Rondel take over.” 
 
    Selene threw Ronye over her shoulder and followed Lerisse to the Matriarch’s chambers.  
 
    Naturally, such a weird procession after a powerful spike of spiritual energy earned them curious stares, but most people could easily guess what had happened from taking a single glance at the two behind the Matriarch. Everyone knew how aggressive Ronye could be. Some even stealthily nodded their heads at Selene. 
 
    Moments after they entered one of the private rooms, the Matriarch sighed heavily and rubbed her temples. 
 
    “What did this idiot do this time?” 
 
    “Sorry about this, Lerisse. I decided to stop pushing her taunts aside and just told her the truth. Seems like it stung more than I assumed it would.” 
 
    “Throw her onto the sofa right there. I’ll have a talk with her later.” 
 
    Doing as instructed, Selene used her spiritual energy to float Ronye’s body onto the appointed furniture and walked after the Matriarch to sit down on a bench with her. 
 
    “As much as I would want to believe that this will humble her a little, I think both of us know how this is going to turn out,” Lerisse began. 
 
    “Yes. But that’s fine. She can hate me as much as she wants as long as it serves as her motivation to get stronger. It could be much better if we managed to fix her personality a little, but I’m starting to think that it’s not possible.” 
 
    “It looks like I will really have to pick someone in the second stage as my successor… Anyway, how did you come out of this unscathed instead of her? I saw only three tails back there.” 
 
    Selene puffed out her chest a little and a smile appeared on her face. “It’s all thanks to Asterios and his amazing treatment, of course. I feel like I’m almost as strong as a fourth stage now. I’m really lucky to have met him.” 
 
    Lerisse chuckled and shook her head. “Yet, it seems that you didn’t take my advice to heart.” 
 
    A tinge of rosiness covered Selene’s fair cheeks. “How can you even tell that with just the scent…” 
 
    “Listen…” She placed a hand on Selene’s thigh and looked the younger woman in the eyes. “Don’t make the same mistake as me. That’s all I ask for. You’ve already suffered enough. I don’t want to see you plunge back into the depths of depression after you’ve finally found your guiding light.” 
 
    They stared each other into the eyes until the Matriarch sighed and withdrew. 
 
    “So, what brings you here today?” 
 
    “I have a few very concerning matters to discuss.” 
 
    Selene shared with Lerisse what they had possibly learned about Kaguya, how she could still be alive, how she might not be as noble as portrayed, how someone trustworthy had confirmed her direct ancestry with the Princess, and how Asterios could even be her son. 
 
    “...and that’s why I would like your help to check as much as we can in the archives. Possibly, in the vaults only you have access to too. This is really important to me, Lerisse.” 
 
    “Hmmm… This is really concerning. I must admit that… It’s true that Princess Kaguya is said to have loved battling strong opponents, but I don’t think anything has been noted on her straying from the honorable path. Don’t worry, I’ll do what I can. If she’s changed over the span of these centuries, this could spell trouble for our realm too.” 
 
    Selene glanced at the unconscious girl lying next to them. “You should distribute more resources to Ronye. She has talent, no matter how rough she is. I don’t need them anymore. She could possibly be the only one able to protect the tribe if she keeps up gaining strength at the same pace as right now.” 
 
    “As selfless as ever.” Lerisse smiled at her gently. “But I think you are forgetting another member of our tribe who turned out to be blessed by the heavens and is clearly going to surpass me too.” 
 
    “Who?” Selene raised her brow curiously. 
 
    “You, of course, silly girl. If that Asterios is as amazing as you make him look, I’m certain that you will set a new high for our tribe in no time, with his support.” 
 
    Selene blushed a little again and averted her gaze. 
 
    “Alright. Go now, before that scoundrel wakes up. I’ll leave a note in your house if I find anything worth mentioning. It would be good if you showed up from time to time to serve as Ronye’s sparring partner. It will be beneficial for both of you.” 
 
    She nodded and stood up, starting to head back. 
 
    “Ah. One more thing.” 
 
    Lerisse’s voice stopped her, and Selene turned around. The Matriarch was pointing her finger at the spot where she had been sitting before. 
 
    “I know that you are still not used to it since it’s something new for you but consider wearing thicker underwear around full moon if you are still going to act stubborn,” she said while grazing her finger over the marble and then holding it up towards her friend. 
 
    Selene’s thighs subconsciously clamped together, and she nodded politely at the Matriarch before jumping through the crimson gate with a wry smile. 
 
    Lerisse sighed heavily. “If the next time she comes back with no change, I might need to spice up her tea with something…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios was a little confused with how Selene suddenly popped out of the portal while holding down her dress to her stomach.  
 
    She explained herself by saying that she had almost tripped when something caught the material as she had was entering, and thus she ended in that weird stance.  
 
    He nodded and returned to his training with Umbra. 
 
    Later, she asked him for some more help in nullifying the aftereffects of her Awakening, still lingering in her body after their fight with the Golem, as she said, and Asterios of course obliged, giving her a careful massage with his fingers full of his scorching hot mana.  
 
    Selene did not hold back and the air in the tent was filled with sensual moans for the entire process. Whenever his hands closed on her buttocks when moving over her thighs or waist, the words spoken by her friend resurfaced in Selene’s mind.  
 
    But even though she had already made her mind long ago, she still wasn’t sure how to voice it out properly. One would think that it should be simple with her mischievous and teasing nature, but when it came to Asterios, she was starting to overthink things a lot. 
 
    Would he even take it seriously if she said it while acting as she usually does? Should she try to behave a little more serious or timid? Or would that make her look not like herself and be something that he found weird?  
 
    She was getting jealous that Miria had the push of her fervent desire during the full moon. All that was happening to her right now was just making her more sensitive, warmer, and wet, but no instinctual urge had been dispelling her doubts. 
 
    In the end, even though she had gotten a bit aroused during the massage, nothing really happened that evening and night. Asterios went to sleep with Miria in his arms again while Selene laid down behind his back.  
 
    There will be a full moon tomorrow. I’ll act on it. 
 
    They started their journey back to Tyrienheim right from the morning. Selene rode behind Asterios this time and made plans in her mind on how to approach the situation while keeping up her usual image. 
 
    Nothing disrupted their travel, and they safely moved the desired distance during the day, setting up a camp for the night. To buy some more time to think, Selene offered to be the one to hunt this time and disappeared into the forest. 
 
    She successfully tracked and took down a boar, bringing it back for Miria and Asterios to prepare as they were much more knowledgeable and experienced about that stuff, especially the panthergirl with her being an actual hunter. 
 
    After everyone had their fill and rested well enough, sitting around the campfire, and just enjoying the breeze, she finally decided to speak up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
At the Worst Time ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria leaned onto Ast’s side and watched him carve a crystal into the desired shape of a specific sigil as he often did during their free time around a campfire.  
 
    There was just something mesmerizing with how the ornamental knife gently sliced off bits of the mineral, sending them into the heat, which resulted in small and colorful explosions, this time, leaving a green afterglow. 
 
    Umbra was quick to notice Selene’s intentions and returned to his realm, aware that he wasn’t yet as close with the others to not make them at least a little uncomfortable with his presence during their private time.  
 
    For him, reading a person's thoughts from simple physical signs was already not that hard, but paired with the connection the three of them now shared, he could do it even more accurately without employing any of his mental techniques.  
 
    “My Lord,” Selene finally gathered all her thoughts and called out to Asterios. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    He stopped what he was doing and raised his gaze from the crystal, glancing at her alongside Miria. 
 
    “Not that long ago, while we were undertaking that quest to find the missing child, we briefly discussed how charming you can be. At that time, it was more in a jesting manner, but today, I wanted to touch upon it with a bit more serious—KUUUHHNNNGGG?!” 
 
    “Selene!” 
 
    Seeing the fox lady suddenly clutching her chest and beginning to fall forward mid-sentence, Miria instantly jumped over the fire and caught her friend before she hit the ground. Asterios was right after her and arrived by their side, dropping everything he had been working on. 
 
    “HNNNGGHHH! WHY?! GAAAH! WHY NOW?! IT WAS ALMOST GONE THE LAST TIME! GHHHRRRRR! IT’S TOO EARLY! NNNGGHHH!” 
 
    “Stop talking before you bite your tongue off!” Asterios shouted and placed Selene down on her back with Miria’s help. 
 
    During their time together, they had never seen her in so much pain before. Asterios could tell that it didn’t compare to what she had been going through during their last full moon together. And as Selene had said, the night was still young. It was way too early for the symptoms to show up if their treatment had affected her condition. And they were sure it had. 
 
    The scene unfolding in front of their eyes was something close to what Selene had told the two about—her suffering from way before she had met Asterios and received his help.  
 
    Every single muscle in her body was stiff and tense to the level where they could be easily noticed over the exposed parts of her skin. The only things stopping her from rolling around while writhing in agony were Ast’s and Miria's hands.  
 
    “NGGHHHHHH!” 
 
    “Master! What is happening?! Shouldn’t Selene feel almost no pain after you helped her so much?!” 
 
    “I don’t know! Hold her down for now!” 
 
    Miria caught Selene’s wrists and pinned them to the ground on the sides of the woman's waist while sitting on the fox lady's legs. She had to use quite a lot of strength to fight the occasional increase in resistance when another wave of pain made Selene’s muscles clench and unintentionally apply more force into her movements. 
 
    Asterios quickly drew on the energy of his second source, starting to spread it all over his internal circuits, and lifted the bottom part of Selene’s dress, revealing her slim stomach, now strained heavily under the tension caused by the spasms. 
 
    He pressed his palms onto her abdomen and sent a small wave of spiritual energy to expand his senses over Selene’s circuits.  
 
    But the moment it left Ast’s fingers, it immediately bounced back, pushing his hands away and making it scatter into the air with a small blast of force. 
 
    “Master!” 
 
    “I’m fine! I got a bit careless.”  
 
    Focusing much more on the fine details of it, he repeated the motion while exerting very precise and meticulous control over how his energy entered Selene’s body.  
 
    The moment he got a peek at her circuits and source, the sight shocked him so much that he was rebound again. 
 
    “Ugh! Her spiritual energy is going completely haywire. There’s clearly way more of it and it’s much stronger than before. Even with the external circuits almost back to full efficiency, it’s still more than her body can handle.” 
 
    “KHHHHHNNNGGGHHH! BUT WHY?!” 
 
    “Master, look!” 
 
    Asterios glanced up at Miria and then followed her gaze since her hands were quite busy. He instantly noticed what she was pointing out.  
 
    Instead of three shimmering and bushy tails behind Selene’s back, they could now count to four, with the last one slightly see-through. 
 
    “I don’t know the details about Spiritual Foxes, but I think Selene is advancing! That’s why there’s so much energy!” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter. I must do something about this. I’ll try helping her release it outside. Keep her down. I apologize for this in advance.” 
 
    He made a quick motion with the fingers of his left hand and the hidden blade slid out from his gauntlet. Acting very carefully, he made a cut in Selene’s dress from her neck to her sternum and pulled the material aside. Retracting the blade back, he pressed both of his hands onto the middle of her chest, where Selene’s source was found, more or less. 
 
    Immediately after making contact, he started intentionally forcing the situation where his own mana would mix with hers and create an outburst, pushing his hands away while also drawing out some of Selene’s energy with it. 
 
    Unfortunately, after a few short minutes of repeating that technique, there was barely any noticeable change in her suffering. The expelled spiritual energy was being generated back at an incredible speed, replacing the chunk that he had gotten rid of in an instant. 
 
    “This won’t work… Something different…” 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    Asterios started biting on his fingernail while staring at his distressed friend, going through tens of techniques in his mind to find any that could in any way help in their current predicament. But none of them would do what he was looking for. 
 
    ~Umbra. Can you shield her mind or something?~ 
 
    ~I’m afraid the spiritual energy she is releasing is way too chaotic for my current capabilities. If I began before this started, I would be able to ease that tension a little.~ 
 
    ~Shit…~ 
 
    Asterios pondered for a while longer and sighed. 
 
    “I guess we can only rely on this.” 
 
    Miria watched him suddenly draw out the hidden blade again and cut his finger, starting to paint an array consisting of many sigils on the revealed part of Selene’s chest. She put more mana into her Physical Strengthening to make Selene wriggle a little bit less. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Master?” 
 
    “I’m going to use this one technique that will allow me to share more of my spiritual essence with Selene than how much I normally can with a passive transfer. After mixing with her own essence, it should result in quick growth and a raise of her limits, which in turn will ease the pain, as we learned before. Normally, you shouldn’t share too much at once, but this isn’t a normal situation.” 
 
    He finished the formation and activated it at once, placing one hand over the magical sigils while using the other to form a sign with all of his fingers straight up except for the ring finger and the thumb, which were connected with each other, making a small circle. 
 
    A crimson aura started seeping out of Ast’s body and slowly flowing down his extended arm, towards the spiritual formation. Selene’s eyes opened wide when it contacted her skin and began sinking into her body. She made brief eye contact with Miria, who gave her a wry smile. 
 
    After around fifteen minutes of transfer, accompanied by countless screams of pain, the resistance Selene was unintentionally putting up lessened a little bit. She was still assaulted by almost rhythmic waves of it, making her whole body tense up and twist, but the change was noticeable. 
 
    “It’s working. And the fourth tail is getting more visible, Master!” 
 
    “It is, but it’s still too slow. It’s way harder to pass essence than energy, even with this technique. And if this is going to intensify around midnight, we might have very well done nothing,” he spoke without opening his eyes, fully focused on channeling his essence. 
 
    “Ghhhnnn! It’s fine! Hnnnggg! I’ll just… ghhhhh… wait it out… as always… ACK!” Selene tried to smile at Miria, but it was broken immediately by another pang of pain. 
 
    “Damn it! I can’t do it any faster!” Asterios opened his eyes and cursed. 
 
    “Master.” Miria captured his attention for a moment. “Wasn’t there... a more efficient method? You know… ummmm… more… direct one?” 
 
    Seeing a little blush on Miria’s cheeks and how she slightly avoided meeting his gaze, Asterios instantly realized what she was thinking about. He had completely forgotten about it in the heat of the moment, and they had even confirmed its authenticity and effectiveness together in the past. But… 
 
    “There’s no way I’m going to have sex with her in such a situation, Miria.” He shook his head after a moment. 
 
    “But that would definitely help a lot! Because every time you… come inside… it feels like my body is being filled with your essence to the brim... And I always grew stronger quickly... And also, whenever I have an… an orgasm… it’s like my mana explodes outside...” 
 
    She tried her best to keep looking straight back at him as her cheeks grew even redder. But, for Selene, she wasn’t going to let her shyness stop her from convincing him. 
 
    “We are mates, Miria. This would be no different than me taking advantage of the situation to force myself on Selene against her will.” 
 
    “Master, Selene is actually—ah!” 
 
    Distracted by her conversation with Asterios, Miria was taken by surprise and one of Selene’s wrists escaped her hold, moving to grab Ast’s collar and pulling him down in a flash.  
 
    Before either of them could even react, Ast’s and Selene’s lips had already been joined together in a rough kiss. His eyes widened to the brim as her tongue dove into his mouth. 
 
    Their kiss was broken by another wave of anguish, making Selene accidentally bite on Ast’s lower lip strong enough to make it bleed, and they both grunted in pain before moving away. A red trail traveled down Ast’s chin. 
 
    She stared into his eyes with a strained smile. “Just… nghhh… do me… fufu—ghhn!” 
 
    After staring at her face twisting in pain for a moment, Asterios sighed. “Alright. I’m really sorry this is how our first time is going to look.” 
 
    “Doesn’t… matter… kuhhh… We can… ghnn… have a proper one… afterward…” 
 
    He leaned forward to join their lips together once more and used that opportunity to transfer some more essence to her with his saliva.  
 
    Selene tried to hold her body in control, but she couldn’t stop another wound on Ast’s lips from appearing. She did feel a little better now, receiving his essence both from his hand and through the kiss. 
 
    She retracted her fingers from his collar and moved them to hold onto his thigh, gripping it strongly. Asterios had already made up his mind, so he drew the blade again and cut the rest of Selene’s dress, leaving her just in the black panties. If not for the situation they were in, he would have taken his time admiring her well-developed body and stunning figure. 
 
    He brushed the side of Selene’s face and started heading towards her underwear with the other hand. “Let’s get you ready as much as we can, then.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary, Master.” 
 
    Miria had already acted before him, being closer to Selene’s bottom since she was sitting on her thighs, and pulled the fabric aside, revealing the most precious place of the troubled fox lady. She traced her finger over the pink slit and showed Asterios a fair amount of slimy liquid on her furry fingers. 
 
    “Just as I smelled before, she’s already as wet as she can be. Selene is still a beastfolk and we are under a full moon.”  
 
    Miria then leaned towards him, licked the trail of blood off his face, and pecked Ast’s lips. 
 
    “Make her scream in pleasure rather than pain, Master.” 
 
    She then jumped off Selene and stepped away, plopping down on the grass in the distance.  
 
    Selene managed to nod at her, showing her approval of Miria not going back to their realm, and instead, staying to watch how things unfolded, in case she’d have to intervene. 
 
    In the meantime, Asterios quickly got rid of his clothing. He gently spread Selene's thighs, and positioned himself between them, leaning forward over her. 
 
    “Just hold onto me closely. I’ll try to come as soon as I can. Gods, I never thought I would be saying this ever.” 
 
    “But… ghnnn… my nails…” 
 
    “Nothing we can’t heal later.” 
 
    Selene nodded at him and hugged Asterios very tightly, practically forcing their bodies to press against each other. She could feel his warm chest squishing her breasts, and he experienced two soft mounds grazing his skin with their hardened peaks. 
 
    With their faces close together, Asterios dove in for one more kiss, timing it out just after another shiver that tensed Selene’s body. 
 
    “I’m putting it in, then.” 
 
    Glancing down, he aimed his penis at her entrance by rubbing his glans over her beautiful slit.  
 
    She truly was amazingly wet. He could feel it easily. The heat that hit his nerves when his tip touched the pink entrance was enough to make him as hard as he could get. The anxiety of not being able to properly hold his erection due to the intensity of the situation and constant worry about Selene was washed away from his mind. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll do it slowly so—guh?!” 
 
    Selene’s legs suddenly wrapped themselves behind his waist and clamped strongly, pulling him into her with a lot of force. In a blink, Ast’s member traveled deep into her warm folds, tearing through her hymen without either of them even noticing it before his pelvis slammed against her bottom with a loud clap. 
 
    “Ahhnnngghhh…” 
 
    The cry that left Selene’s mouth was a little different from the grunts released in the past half an hour or so and it didn’t escape their attention. Unfortunately, it still was partially a cry of pain, and the eight stinging lines that had appeared on Ast’s back were proof of that, created from another one of her painful spasms. 
 
    Still pressing him hard against herself, Selene gazed Asterios straight into his eyes and joined their lips together. 
 
    Before he started moving, they exchanged a few very rough kisses while his hands massaged her considerable breasts and teased her nipples. Asterios wanted to do as much as he could to make sure he wouldn’t just add to Selene’s pain. 
 
    “Mhhggnnn… Move… Nghhh… Don’t be afraid… ghnnn… to enjoy this...” 
 
    Encouraged by the enchanting fox lady, Asterios started rocking his hips. Selene’s insides were incredibly hot and pleasurable so he didn’t have any doubts he would be able to come quickly without holding anything back. That thought reminded him of something and he hastily drew a certain small rune on her underbelly. 
 
    That was close...　 
 
    With that covered, he focused back on relishing the sensations assaulting his member, repeatedly sliding in and out of Selene’s amazing insides. It not only was admirable how tightly her internal walls coiled around him, but for better or worse, Selene’s almost regular pangs of pain resulted in her muscles additionally constricting on his cock, making it even better for both. 
 
    He really hoped Miria was right about the spiritual release during her orgasms and tried his best in playing with Selene’s breasts while hammering her slit gently and passionately.  
 
    She also didn’t just slack off, and even with all the now-slightly-lesser agony, she made their tongues dance together as lovingly as possible. 
 
    After around two minutes of relentless efforts, Asterios was nearing his peak, still not believing that the day when he would be trying to cum as fast as possible would come. 
 
    “Mgghnnn… I’m actually… ahhhnggg… almost there… Ghnnn...” Selene moaned, still in a little bit of pain. 
 
    “That’s good. Focus on absorbing the essence.” 
 
    Feeling the pressure building up in his lower body, Asterios thrust his hips as strong as he could and Selene’s pussy constricted again perfectly in time with his action, making him release his first load inside her deepest parts. A flood of milky-white liquid rushed through Selene’s tight tunnel, spreading warmth all over it. 
 
    Unfortunately, she couldn’t come with him, but the comfortable sensation filling up her body both from her mouth and pussy was already something marvelous. For a brief moment right after Asterios had come inside her, all the pain disappeared, and she moaned fervently into his lips. 
 
    They parted, panting into each other’s faces; each of them from a different kind of struggle. The pain was slightly lessening but it still was noticeable and kept making Selene’s muscles stiffen and tense repeatedly. 
 
    “It’s better… Nggghnn… But I might need… some more…” she spoke to him, having a little easier time not clenching her teeth. 
 
    Selene’s face was starting to turn slightly flushed, which was a good sign. Asterios kept kissing her elegant lips and teasing her clit with his fingers until he was ready for another round. 
 
    During that very brief break, Selene’s seizures toned down and she was now less writhing in pain and instead convulsing or shivering each time it hit her. That allowed Asterios to pick her up and sit in a lotus position. 
 
    He grabbed Selene’s plump bottom and instantly started slamming her pussy down onto his shaft. She still held him tightly behind his back with both her arms and legs, now raining a bit more controlled kisses onto his lips from above. 
 
    “Ahhh… Ghnnn… Ahhhnn… Ahnnn…” 
 
    Some more pleasant noises started dominating Selene’s repertoire of cries as they kept making love. Even though she still trembled regularly, she was clearly beginning to look more enthusiastic. 
 
    Asterios noticed that her fourth tail was now no different than the others, which meant that she’d most likely solidified the fourth stage of her Awakening. In their current position, he could admire how all of them danced enchantingly behind her back.  
 
    An idea surfaced in his mind. 
 
    “AHHHNNNN~?!” 
 
    A clear moan full of pleasure traveled through the air after Asterios grabbed the base that held all of Selene’s tails together, beginning to run his fingers through each of them near that connecting point. Her head flew back, forcing Selene to stop the kisses. 
 
    “If you do that! Ahnn! Ahhh! I will—AHNNNNNNNNNNNNN~!” 
 
    Selene’s whole body trembled when Asterios gently pulled on her tails. This was not from pain but all from extreme ecstasy. Her pussy narrowed on him again, this time from reaching an actual orgasm.  
 
    He didn’t stop thrusting, rubbing his face all into Selene’s marshmallow breasts, now right in front of him with how her back arched beautifully, and came shortly after her, filling her womb with another bountiful load. 
 
    She fell onto his chest, panting roughly. Even if all of this was hindered by the lingering pain, and even if it was possibly only half of what she could feel when compared to doing it under normal circumstances, Selene was cursing herself for taking so long to make up her mind. 
 
    “Selene? How is it now?” She heard Ast’s voice near her fluffy ear. 
 
    “Much better… Haaah… I think… it’s almost gone…” She even found enough strength to chuckle a little. “Miria was right… I felt like my circuits exploded when I came, pushing out a lot of mana...” 
 
    Selene then leaned back and positioned her face in front of Asterios, placing her hands—still slightly shivering from time to time—on his shoulders. 
 
    “My Lord. I’m really sorry it’s this late, but please, let me become yours. I think you are my destined Soul Mate. I’ve already decided on that a while ago but didn’t know how to bring it up. I was actually going to ask before this happened. Miria already told me she is fine with it. Do you thin—” 
 
    Seeing her back to the usual, refined expression, perhaps a little nervous now, Asterios smiled and couldn’t help but pull her into a loving kiss. Selene’s surprise quickly dwindled, and she started reciprocating it with her own advances as their exchange grew even more heated. 
 
    Asterios was the first to pull back and he grazed Selene’s long ear with his fingers. “So, does that mean you are officially joining The Summoner’s Harem?” 
 
    She chuckled again hearing his teasing tone. “Only if we can renegotiate the amount of essence I receive from the leader.” Selene licked her lips seductively. 
 
    They laughed together and leaned in for another kiss. She was the one to break it off first this time. 
 
    “Now that I feel a little better… do you think we could go for some more?” 
 
    “For as long as you want, Selene. Just let me make sure I will last long enough to satisfy you properly this time.” He planted a peck on her lips and turned his head to the side. “Miria, could you pass me—” 
 
    Asterios froze when his eyes landed on the panthergirl. Miria was still sitting in the same spot as before, but with her legs spread as wide as possible, her shorts—along with the underwear—missing and nowhere in sight, and with a huge puddle of love juices under her butt, flowing steadily out of her pussy, currently being invaded by two fingers. 
 
    When they made eye contact, her digits started moving even faster, and Miria’s whole body soon trembled. Her eyelashes fluttered while she bit on the palm of her other hand. 
 
    “—that blue potion from before…” Asterios finished his sentence, slightly in a daze. 
 
    Without moving her gaze from him, she reached out and picked up his pants alongside the belt with pouches, for whatever reason, lying next to her instead of somewhere on the opposite side of Asterios and Selene, where he had thrown them earlier. 
 
    She skillfully pulled out a vial with blue liquid and started crawling towards the duo, hastily arriving at their side. 
 
    “Ummm… Thank yo—mmngghh?!” 
 
    Asterios extended his hand to receive it, but instead of handing it to him, Miria uncorked the container, and with a single swing, poured its contents into her mouth. She then pressed her lips against his before he could react, still a little in a daze from seeing her almost enthralled state. 
 
    He fell to the side under the weight of her body, pulling the chuckling Selene alongside him, and swallowed the potion forcefully fed to him by Miria’s very passionate and deep kiss. 
 
    “Fufufu~ Seems like someone grew a little restless while watching us go~” 
 
    “You okay, Miria?” Asterios asked after all the liquid went down his throat and he could escape her mouth. 
 
    Miria’s eyes started jumping around his face a moment after hearing Ast’s question and she instantly turned all red. 
 
    “S-Sorry…” 
 
    He chuckled and scratched behind her ear. “It’s fine. It’s a full moon for you, too.” 
 
    “Please, don’t mind me, Master. You should focus on Selene. I can… take care of myself. Thanks to you, it's not as strong as it could be...” 
 
    Another hand appeared on her head. “You can join if you want.” 
 
    She glanced to the side and saw Selene smiling at her softly. 
 
    “I… I’ll go after you then…” 
 
    “Fufufu~ Well then~ Let’s not make our precious friend wait too long, my Lord~” 
 
    Miria pulled herself off them and allowed Asterios to bring himself and Selene up again. 
 
    “How are you going to take me this time~?” Selene smiled at him seductively. 
 
    “I have just the perfect idea.” 
 
    She chuckled when Asterios spun her around and made both stand on their knees, with him behind her. He wrapped one of his arms around her underbelly, the other over her soft breasts, and pulled Selene into a hug, squashing all four of her bushy tails between their bodies. 
 
    “Clever, fufufu~ You can now enjoy them as much as you want while you pound my yearning pussy~” 
 
    She arched her back to raise her butt towards him and turned her head to initiate a delightful kiss.  
 
    Asterios felt a soft hand guide his penis right into Selene’s leaking snatch and caught Miria smile at him from the side with the corner of his eye while his tongue entwined with Selene’s. He nodded at her and thrust his whole rod into the foxgirl's pussy all at once. 
 
    “AHN! Mhhhhhnnnnnnnnnnn~ Yesssss~” 
 
    Selene moaned in joy as Ast’s hard cock forcefully parted her internal walls. He started pushing his hips while moving his right hand to her clit, beginning to tease it alongside her nipples. 
 
    “Ahhh~ Ahhnn~ Ahhh~ I’m really starting~ Ahnn~ To like it~” 
 
    “I should have done this from the start, hoooh… Your tails are so fluffy and ticklish...” 
 
    “Ahnn~ Ahhh~ Come on then~ Ahnn~ Show me how much~ Ahhhh~ You enjoy this~ Mhhnnn~” 
 
    He pulled her back more into him and raised the tempo, hammering Selene’s amazing passage relentlessly. The pleasure started quickly overtaking her body, completely devoid of any pain anymore, and she couldn’t keep kissing him any longer, switching to only moaning into the air. 
 
    “Ahhnnn~ Ahhhnn~ Ahh~ Ahh~ So much better! Ahh~ Ahhh~” 
 
    Seeing a free spot, Miria quickly hugged Ast’s side and took over his lips after he turned his head towards her, letting her shower him with some loving affection while he listened to Selene’s amorous moans.  
 
    Asterios was being assaulted by a plethora of mind-numbingly pleasurable sensations, making it incredibly tough not to burst too quickly, especially after the previous two times. 
 
    His cock repeatedly pushed into Selene’s perfect pussy as she stroked him with her tight and comfortable internal walls. With each thrust, his chest was smushing the four fluffy cushions, creating tingly sensations all over his skin and teasing his nipples. To finish all of that, Miria was passionately making out with him while also running her hand over his pecs. 
 
    “My Lord~! Ahhnnn~! Ahh~! Ahh~! I’m going to~! Ahh~! Ahh~! OHHHHHHHHHH~!” 
 
    For a moment, Asterios stopped kissing Miria and moved his mouth to clamp his lips over one of Selene’s ears, making her whole body spasm from pleasure. He thrust his cock deep into her hole and offered this fluffy goddess his third load full of semen and reverence, gently rubbing her clit at the same time. 
 
    “AHHHHHHHNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN~! YEEEEESSSSSSSSSSSSSSS~!” 
 
    Selene’s body kept trembling for a good ten seconds after Asterios finished coming inside her snug pussy. The amount of seed Selene had received that night was slowly starting to exceed her holding capabilities and some of the white liquid began steadily dripping outside of her slit that was still stretched by Ast’s cock. 
 
    “AHN?! Wait! I’m still sensitive!” Selene cried out when something started tickling her lower lips. 
 
    They both looked down and saw Miria licking and sucking all around the edges of Ast’s shaft, buried deep in Selene, not allowing a single drop of his tasty cum go to waste.  
 
    Her meticulous efforts quickly brought the fox lady over the edge again and Asterios could feel his rod getting squeezed by another constricting orgasm. He held her close until she regained her strength and then pulled out. Miria instantly got to sucking all the cum straight from his rod. 
 
    “Haaah… Haaah… I take it back… Miria is NOT allowed to join us… Haaaah…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and gave Selene a loving kiss after turning her body around. She couldn’t stop herself from smiling during the whole exchange, making it a little difficult for him to keep caressing her lips. 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to rest up a little while you reward your little kitty for waiting patiently. After that… If you still have some energy left…” she leaned into his ear, “I think there may be some more space left inside for another refill.” She softly bit on his earlobe and backed away with an impish grin. 
 
    Then, Miria went ahead and received Ast’s rough affection for almost an hour, just the way she loved it. Wary this time, Asterios sneaked a contraceptive rune on her without Miria even noticing, shortly before he nailed her yearning pussy doggy style.  
 
    After that, he had to gulp down another, slightly stronger stamina-enhancing potion, because the two beastfolk girls were still up for more fun and started taking turns until midnight arrived and all of them finally ended up completely spent, losing track of how many times they had come that night. 
 
    Asterios had to ask Umbra for help at dragging the two into the tent, unable to do it by himself.  
 
    Safe and sound—and full of his essence, in every sense of that word—the beautiful duo snuggled closely to his sides and Asterios fell asleep in their embrace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria was the first one to wake up. An adorable yawn escaped her lips as she stretched her arms upwards. That movement made her bare chest rub against something pleasantly warm and she opened her eyes. 
 
    She was hugging Ast’s left side and partially lying on his chest, with Selene taking the right, tightly embracing his arm along her whole, naked body, and snuggling her face into it. Both she and Asterios seemed to still be asleep. 
 
    Realizing that all of them were completely naked, she blushed instantly and remembered her embarrassing actions made in the heat of the moment, squirming a little.  
 
    She had thought it would have been fine to stay and watch over the duo in case something unexpected were to happen, being sure that she would be okay thanks to Asterios tending to her needs regularly, but she had completely underestimated the effect the scent of a yearning, beastfolk girl in the peak of their heat could have on her. And the fact that it had been suppressed for so long because of Selene’s suffering only made it stronger 
 
    A slow and deep breath from ahead brought her out from her thoughts and Miria watched Selene’s eyelids lift lazily, revealing her sapphire-blue eyes. She blushed even harder when their gazes met, and the older woman gave her a mischievous smile. Miria instantly hid her face in Ast’s shoulder, evoking a chuckle from Selene. 
 
    “I really can’t get enough of how different you are under a full moon.” 
 
    “Selene, please…” 
 
    “Fufufu~” 
 
    Selene raised herself and stretched, making Miria glance at her bountiful bosom. She, of course, didn’t miss that and cupped her breasts up while giving the panthergirl another sly grin. 
 
    “Are you still worried about that? I would have thought you would be convinced how much he loves your charming figure with how hard he did you last night~” 
 
    Miria averted her gaze while hiding her chest behind her furry arms. Her gracefully dancing tail betrayed how happy she felt to hear that, even among all this embarrassment. 
 
    “Nyah?!” 
 
    Something grazed her tummy, making Miria squeal in surprise. She noticed Ast’s hand gently rubbing it and moved her eyes up. It looked like their conversation had woken Asterios up and he was now smiling at her. 
 
    He rolled onto his side and pulled her close, planting a soft peck on Miria’s forehead. “Selene is right, you know? I love every single part of your beautiful body. Including your slightly lewder side.” 
 
    Miria almost hid her face again, but she managed to stop herself this time. They stared each other in the eyes for a moment until she wriggled herself up to leave a quick kiss on Ast’s lips before raising herself too. 
 
    “Fufufu~ What about me, my Lord?” 
 
    Asterios rolled himself onto his back and glanced to the other side. Selene was grinning at him with her fingers naughtily pressed over her elegant lips. The way she angled her whole body as she sat there on her side was nothing but seductive. 
 
    He shook his head with a smile. “I’m not sure. It was quite dark yesterday. I haven’t seen much.” 
 
    She chuckled at his attempt to tease her back and pushed Ast’s chest down when he was starting to raise himself too. Pinning his wrists above his head, Selene loomed over him with confidence, entering her Awakening to make herself look even more appealing. 
 
    “I guess it’s in my best interest to make sure you have the opportunity to take a good look at every inch of my body then, my Lord, fufufu~” 
 
    He stared straight into Selene’s white eyes—spotting a glint of mischief in them—trying to oppose her little game, but unfortunately, it was just impossible not to glance down at her exquisite body placed on full display right above him, and his gaze wandered over her noble peaks at the top, reaching peaceful valley at the below. 
 
    She smirked at him in victory and was just going to withdraw her Awakening and sit back up when Ast’s eyes suddenly widened in a clear sign of surprise. 
 
    “Weren’t there four last night?” 
 
    “What?” Selene’s brows furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “Oh. I thought so too,” Miria added from the side. 
 
    Asterios raised himself with Selene on top of him, resulting in her sitting over his thighs. She then felt something pleasant prodding her mind and quickly realized that it was Ast’s consciousness.  
 
    Selene broadened their connection and he started sharing his vision with her. The moment she saw herself from his perspective, Selene’s eyes widened in shock too. She quickly turned her head to the back, once from one side and once from the other side.  
 
    There was no mistake. There were five extravagant tails merrily swishing behind her back. 
 
    “What… How… I...” 
 
    She returned her head to the front and closed her eyes. Asterios noticed Selene starting to focus deeply so he withdrew himself from her mind and waited. She scanned herself with her spiritual sense all over to verify it, and the result was completely unbelievable. 
 
    What they had done last night must have not only helped her consolidate her fourth stage but also boosted Selene straight into the fifth one. Her source was now much more powerful.  
 
    When she was pondering why, she spotted traces of Ast’s essence still being absorbed by it. That made her realize how much he had actually shared with her. He had not stopped pouring his essence into her after the first two or three times but kept transferring it most likely for the whole time they had mated. 
 
    Selene slowly opened her eyes and was greeted by Ast’s warm smile. It was obvious that he had realized this too, and that he definitely hadn't just forgotten to stop sharing his essence with her back then. That had to be done intentionally. 
 
    “Looks like our little fun had some unforeseen side effec—mhhhmmphh?!” 
 
    Selene suddenly lunged at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, and sealing his mouth with hers. He fell onto his back with a soft thud. Her ample breasts pressed against his chest, making their presence even more clear with the subtle squish when he hit the ground. 
 
    He didn’t fight back and let the enthusiastic fox lady present him with an enthusiastic kiss, putting his arms over her waist and starting to comb through the fur of her tails. She continued smooching his lips for a while longer before releasing them from her clutches with a wide smile. 
 
    “You foolish man… Did you even leave anything for yourself? You should know very well how dangerous it is to overspend your own essence.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’ve left just enough not to hinder your contracts with me. I might be a little useless for a day… or three… but I wanted to make sure you won’t have to experience that pain again. I did not expect you to absorb it so fast though. These external circuits truly are something else...” 
 
    He grazed the dark blue marks over her arms, now glowing a little bit due to a lot of spiritual energy coursing through Selene’s body from her fifth stage. 
 
    Selene sighed. “This idiot master…” 
 
    “Enough about me. Shouldn’t you withdraw your Awakening? You were in it for almost the whole night yesterday.” 
 
    “Surprisingly—most likely thanks to all the essence you’ve given to me—I feel as if I’ve completely recovered from that. And, from the fifth stage and up, it does start to be different a little. I will be able to stay like this longer than before with a lesser drawback. And it seems that these circuits help with that too, now that they are completely opened.” 
 
    She leaned forward and pressed her soft lips against his again, starting a gentle and affectionate kiss. Asterios reciprocated it with his own efforts while raising them back up. Selene’s tails soon dispersed into the air, leaving only one behind, and her eyes returned to their natural, blue color. 
 
    After they broke off, she drew a deep breath and sighed slowly.  
 
    “Thank you for everything, my Lord. For not refusing my plea for help, for doing so much to deal with my condition, and finally, for accepting me. I now have no doubts that you are my destined Soul Mate. I’m really happy to have a chance to be with you. And, of course, with you too.” 
 
    She glanced to the side at Miria, who was sitting there quietly, trying not to intrude on the moment between the two. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    The panthergirl yelped in surprise when Selene grabbed her wrist and pulled her towards them. She was quickly caught by Asterios who joined them and turned it into a group hug, with everyone closely pressed against each other. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing there on the sidelines?” Selene asked. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I appreciate you allowing me to join, but from now on, we both are going to be competing for his attention. You are the first mate, so act like one. Unless you want me to hog Master all to myself, fufufu~” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile. He knew very well it was just Selene’s way of helping Miria turn a bit bolder by her teasing attitude. It was obvious with the clear gratitude from the foxgirl towards the panthergirl that he felt. He was glad she had overcome her initial doubts and nervousness and returned to her usual, mischievous self. 
 
    He was brought back from his mind by a warm sensation pressing against his lips coming from Miria who just closed onto him with a heavy blush, clearly instigated by Selene’s words. The perpetrator was staring at them with a wide smile. 
 
    She exchanged a few pecks with him, then Selene wrapped it up with one more from her, and the snuggly duo finally stepped off Ast’s thighs. 
 
    “Oh.” Miria slightly jerked, making everyone glance at her. “I think… our clothes… may still be outside…” she said, starting to blush again. 
 
    Asterios and Selene looked at each other and chuckled together. 
 
    “That reminds me, I pretty much destroyed your dress yesterday. Sorry.” 
 
    “It was a necessary sacrifice, so don’t think too much of it, my Lord. I have many spares, of course. I wouldn’t mind even if you wanted to rip my clothing into pieces each time that we are going to get a little intimate, fufufu~” 
 
    He shook his head and Selene went out of the tent to find Miria’s clothes since the panthergirl was too embarrassed to walk naked in full daylight, even if they were in the middle of a forest. She stayed behind and had her ears caressed by Asterios while they waited. 
 
    Selene was quite astonished to find Miria’s panties and hot pants on the top of a nearby tree. It took her a bit of time to search for the missing underwear. She had no idea how the panthergirl managed to fling them up there. 
 
    After collecting all the pieces from everyone, Selene brought them back to the tent and returned to her realm with Miria for a quick bath and to get a new set of her clothes.  
 
    Miria then brought out some water back to Ast’s realm and helped wash him before going to her own home to pick fresh clothes for herself too. She had first worn her pants and top to avoid appearing in front of her parents completely exposed. 
 
    She prepared some simple breakfast, now getting better at it with the help she had been getting from her mother and offered it to Asterios and Selene while they were checking his current state after overexerting himself both mentally and physically. 
 
    A low level of essence, which fortunately managed to recover a bit already thanks to Ast’s quick regeneration, was quite a significant issue. He had gone way past the limits taught at the academy and assumed by Summoners.  
 
    And this meant that he not only shouldn’t use any stronger techniques if he didn’t want to make things worse, but it also came with quite a bit of pain every time he drew on his mana and circulated it inside his body as the source was the main generator of spiritual energy, working on spiritual essence. 
 
    Just as Dungeon Cores could turn mana released into the air into the essence at an exceedingly small ratio, spiritual cores—or in other words sources—spent a tiny bit of essence to produce and store spiritual energy. 
 
    Therefore, with Asterios running extremely low on his spiritual essence, and in turn also on spiritual energy, his core was trying to replenish both of these resources as quickly as possible, resulting in it straining his whole spiritual system. 
 
    Selene berated him for unnecessarily going too far for her, but she couldn’t stop a soft smile from occupying her face the whole time she tried to act serious. In the end, she could only sigh and thank him again. Both girls told him to take it easy and leave everything to them and Umbra for the next few days. 
 
    Asterios kept insisting on resuming their journey back to Tyrienheim, but the girls were adamant about staying at the camp until he completely recovered. No surprise that, in the end, they won the argument. 
 
    For the next three days, he was tended to by both, either in turns or together. There wasn’t a moment when he would be left without someone by his side.  
 
    But it wasn’t something bad. All of them enjoyed leisurely spending time together. They talked more about Selene and what more she could now do after she had reached the fifth stage, equal to the current Matriarch of her tribe.  
 
    Miria also reported feeling stronger during these days. That was natural. The reason Asterios was running so low on essence was also since he had filled Miria with it too. She had been so much into it that she hadn't even noticed at that time. But neither she nor Selene had paid attention to such things in the latter part of their session. 
 
    Now, the girls weren’t the only ones that kept growing from serving as Ast’s contracted summons and receiving more of his essence than stated in the contract, through some more intimate means.  
 
    With them getting stronger, and with the bond between them and Asterios deepening, thanks to not only experience but also feelings, he could sense himself increasing in strength too. Because the Summoner grew alongside his summons.  
 
    That process usually took a long time since it required a strong rapport between the Summoner and their beast, and them going through a lot of fights and other experiences together.  
 
    Fortunately, Asterios was constantly filling all those requirements, and even additional ones, such as aforementioned deep feelings and intimate contact, not possible in most cases. 
 
    Another thing that shouldn’t be forgotten was his aptitude that was revealed after the barrier had been broken and with the emergence of his second source. That surely had a big effect on everything too. Especially the quality of his—purified, as he had stated—spiritual circuits and the sheer potency of that scorching hot mana. 
 
    So, Asterios now felt like he was able to prepare more complex techniques he previously could only dream about or imagine while learning or reading about them. More of his knowledge was starting to be turned into actual practice. 
 
    But, not all of it was always turning exactly as he had learned, with how his Haste had first worked in the past or how the fire-based enhancement he had passed onto Miria changed recently. He couldn’t now rely only on the previously amassed knowledge. The discrepancies were too big. 
 
    Fortunately, he was starting to figure out a thing or two on what could be causing these changes. One of them being the fiery source, of course. Another one, as he was starting to suspect, was his ancestry. It was beginning to be obvious that it certainly wasn’t normal with the amount of secrecy surrounding his past. 
 
    At one point, Asterios was worried that he was an actual successful attempt at creating homunculi, which had been banned tens of centuries ago and branded as a subject of Forbidden Magic.  
 
    Because since the human body had never been able to hold two sources, the next logical thing would be to assume that an artificial one had been made, far superior to any magic based on creating Golems from any other material. And all the meticulous steps to hide everything about it, even from himself, only aided that theory. 
 
    The girls were quick to disregard it, not believing that Asterios could be a fake. They couldn’t argue with him that he did come off as slightly abnormal when considering everything weird about him and his past, but they insisted that it wasn’t it.  
 
    Unfortunately, the only way to make sure was to figure out more details about him. And that wasn’t going too great recently. They did learn some crucial information, but even that wasn’t exactly completely confirmed. It was still based on Ast’s feelings when staring at the female figure, potentially being Kaguya. 
 
    After these three days had passed, the girls finally agreed on heading back. Miria wanted Asterios to rest at least one more, but she gave in after he employed his secret strategy of very affectionately cuddling with her while caressing her ears and tail and showering her face and neck in endless kisses. Not even ten minutes had passed before she melted completely and could only agree to everything he said. 
 
    They waited until she recovered and moved out. Selene decided to return to her realm and bring the good news to the Matriarch. She was really excited to show her progress to her friend and senior, Lerisse, and to ask for some guidance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stepping through the crimson portal, Selene found herself back in the main bedroom of her mansion. It was still before noon, the perfect time to catch the Matriarch in her chambers. She only hoped she wouldn’t run into Ronye again. That stubborn girl would most likely make herself believe that Selene had somehow hidden her real stage. 
 
    One of the main benefits of being in the fifth stage was the ability to use much more spiritual energy in a much more efficient way without entering the Awakening. Selene had already assessed that with a few techniques during the time Asterios had rested to show him her new performance, but she still had one thing she wanted to check. 
 
    Drawing on her mana, she broke into a run and jumped outside through the balcony, immediately condensing a translucent blue platform under her feet to stop her from falling. Her shoes landed on the thin, circular surface with pleasant-to-the-ear, ceramic tink.  
 
    She made a few little skips and tried pressing harder onto the platform, but it remained unchanged. A smile formed itself on Selene’s lips.  
 
    Previously, without using the Awakening, she could step on these for barely a second or less without them breaking. Now, she didn’t have to spend too much effort to uphold the spiritual platforms. 
 
    “I wonder if the stories about Kaguya being able to fly with just her energy are actually true. Maybe I’m not that far from it myself, fufufu~ I really shouldn’t have hesitated for so long.” 
 
    Leaning forward, Selene rushed ahead and began to sprint through the air, tens of meters above the roofs under her, thanks to her own mansion being found on a small hill too.  
 
    She kept creating spiritual platforms under her feet and using them to propel herself further. This had been hard to achieve even under the Awakening when she had been at the third stage. But now, it was nothing but simple fun. 
 
    She reached the main temple in a flash, effectively avoiding any clashes with Ronye on her way there. Making a circle around the premises, Selene made her way to one of Lerisse’s office chambers, aiming to land on an open veranda. 
 
    Fortunately, lady luck was with her on that day.  
 
    Approaching the ledge, she noticed the figure of her friend sitting by the desk inside the room, with her back facing the empty window frames. She slowed down her descent and deliberately raised the volume of the sounds released by the platforms under her steps. 
 
    Lerisse’s long ears twitched when hit with faint ceramic taps and she looked behind her.  
 
    Selene was making her way down onto the veranda a bit further back, descending onto the marble shelf with slow, graceful steps and a gentle smile, making her brows raise in curiosity. 
 
    A moment later, the two women met on top of the ledge and Selene made a courteous bow. 
 
    “Matriarch.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. I know well you didn't come here on an official business. That proud smile is utterly giving you away.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “Looks like I still have a long way to hide my emotions from you properly.” 
 
    “Dream on, girl. I spent enough time taking care of you to read you in an instant. So, why do you look like you want to lunge to hug me at any moment? That’s completely not like you—” 
 
    Selene suddenly disappeared in a blue flash and Lerisse’s eyes widened when her body was embraced from the front by her friend, just as she had joked earlier. 
 
    “Ethereal Shift…? But ho—” 
 
    If they weren’t already as wide as possible, the next sight surely made Lerisse’s eyes reach their limits when she spotted a fan of not three but five bushy tails dancing in front of her. And they certainly weren’t hers. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Lerisse. I was such a fool for not listening to you much earlier.” 
 
    Selene’s arms tightened around her body while she was still deeply confused. Lerisse patted her friend’s back, slowly starting to regain her composure. She brought the younger fox lady back in front of her and was met with a bright smile.  
 
    Selene then stepped back and walked around while showcasing all five of her tails. 
 
    Lerisse sniffed the air a little and cocked her head back in understanding. “You finally did it, you stubborn girl.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what’s this about? Fifth stage? How?” 
 
    Selene chuckled. “It’s all thanks to him. He filled me with his essence to the brim,” she spoke, grazing her underbelly with a reminiscing smile. “That idiot almost overspent himself. Oh, gods and goddesses, what kind of a man have I fallen for...” 
 
    Lerisse shook her head. “This is unprecedented. I can’t fathom how much essence he must have shared with you to completely skip the fourth stage. How is the foundation of the fifth?” 
 
    “Fully consolidated. I think I’m way past the initial segment.” 
 
    “Unbelievable. That explains how you can use Celestial Step so easily. With that speed, you will reach Kaguya’s level in a blink. I’m starting to get really interested in that youth.” 
 
    “Keep your hands off my Soul Mate, grandma.” Selene smirked at her friend and expanded her aura a little. 
 
    “Oh? Are you getting frisky after losing your virginity, little rascal? You are a hundred years too early to challenge me,” Lerisse responded and entered her Awakening too, calling forth four more ginger tails. 
 
    Both women grinned at each other, and with a single step, disappeared in blue and orange flash respectively, appearing in the middle of their earlier positions with their hands joined in a contest of strength.  
 
    A loud thud echoed through the air. 
 
    “Looks like I need to show you… how to respect your seniors… you cocky brat…” 
 
    “Then please… enlighten me… oh so honorable senior…” 
 
    Their auras kept steadily growing the more spiritual energy they released into the air, increasing the pressure around them rapidly while actively trying to push each other back with their hands.  
 
    Both women had excited smiles on their faces; Selene was delighted to check the extent of her power while Lerisse was thrilled to try herself against someone who could potentially rival her. 
 
    They quickly reached the point where their mana began being clearly visible to the naked eye and both Selene and Lerisse was surrounded by a short pillar of spiritual energy—one blue and one orange—clashing against each other. 
 
    “You are strong… I have to admit that… But… you lack experience... foolish junior…” Lerisse declared with some struggle. 
 
    “I don’t need experience… when I have… these!” 
 
    The marks on Selene’s arms and legs glowed brightly, making themselves clearly visible through the material of her sleeves and knee socks. Her aura exploded by a huge margin, almost snuffing out Lerisse’s, but she managed to reclaim control over it and match the younger woman's power again. The flooring under them cracked in the diameter of around four meters and even the items inside the office were starting to get affected by the spiritual storm created by their clash. 
 
    “I have to… commend you for that… You almost got me there… But… It’s time to end this…” 
 
    “I concur…” 
 
    Four blue, ethereal limbs materialized over Selene’s arms and legs and shrunk down to cover them like gauntlets and greaves. Her smile grew when she began pushing the Matriarch back a little. 
 
    Lerisse smirked at her and closed her eyes for a moment. They opened abruptly and flashed with profound light.  
 
    Selene’s body shuddered.  
 
    Five orange orbs appeared behind Lerisse, forming a pentagonal shape without the outline. The longer Selene stared at them, the more an ominous feeling gripped her heart. 
 
    “Be proud of yourself… You are the first one… to force me into using this… Five Topaz Pillars Uphold the Firmament of Hea—” 
 
    *BOOM* 
 
    “Matriarch! I’m here to he—” 
 
    The door to Lerisse’s office was kicked inside and flew through the whole room, crashing into the desk. The figure of Ronye in the fourth stage of her Awakening showed up in the doorway, with one leg raised.  
 
    “—lp…” 
 
    She froze when she recognized who the Matriarch was facing and couldn’t believe her eyes. 
 
    The two contesting women glanced at her from the large balcony, then looked back at each other, sighed in perfect sync, and withdrew their auras. It seemed that they had created an unnecessary commotion with their little competition. 
 
    “And it was just starting to get interesting.” Selene chuckled.  
 
    “You mean, I was just finishing my preparations to send you flying.” Lerisse shook her head.  
 
    “You can’t know that for sure.” 
 
    They chuckled together and started heading into the chamber. Lerisse sighed. 
 
    “Looks like I will need a new desk.” She pulled up the heavy brass door from between the rubble of wood with a single hand. 
 
    “My sister-mate’s father is an amazing carpenter. I’ll see if he can spare some time for an order from a friend. It’s partially my fault this happened.” 
 
    “That Pantherkin girl?” 
 
    “Yes. She has such a sweet family. Her mother is the alpha in that relationship.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s interesting. No wonder he is a great woodworker.” 
 
    While the two women casually chatted with each other and even giggled a little, Ronye just stood there, completely unable to process what she’d just witnessed. That was until Lerisse turned to her. 
 
    “Ronye.” 
 
    “Y-Yes!” 
 
    “Are you still against Selene being your sparring partner? I don’t think she used some cheap trick to knock you out four days ago. My offer still stands.” 
 
    Ronye glanced at Selene, who waved at her with a kind smile. The white-haired woman's arms and legs were still wrapped up in demonic-looking apparitions and five fluffy tails danced behind her back. For some reason, Ronye started sweating a little. 
 
    What kind of a monster did I offend?! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21
Two Is Better Than One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After assimilating almost all of the essence that Asterios had shared with her, Miria felt greatly invigorated. These three days they had spent on resting, additionally allowed her body and spiritual system to get accustomed to the expansion. Wanting to see how much she had been affected, Miria received Ast’s approval to push herself a little bit more than usual during their journey back. 
 
    And thus, they covered the same distance in around five days instead of eleven. Miria kept her performance at the same level to gauge how exhausting it would be but learned that it was a new norm for her after the change, allowing them to use that speed as their new means of travel. 
 
    She grew tired much slower than before and could keep up a quicker pace than her previous go-to ride speed with ease. It naturally wasn’t her fastest, but for moving from one point to another without a rush and risking exhausting herself, it was perfect. She only wondered how far she could push herself when she tried her best, making a mental note to challenge some of the other Pantherkin later. 
 
    Arriving back in Tyrienheim, the first thing they did was visit Kindra to let her know about their return. Asterios confirmed that she was in Hestizo's mansion with Umbra’s help, and they headed there. 
 
    The guards quickly let him and Miria in, who stayed in her panther form just because she was really enjoying Ast’s hand caressing her head, and a butler guided them to the lounge in which his mother was currently staying.  
 
    The servants had been informed about him and his companions, but it was still quite a sight for them to see a man with a huge black panther by his side stroll through the mansion like it was nothing. One of the younger maids even gathered enough courage to ask if she could pet Miria once.  
 
    Seeing the girl’s excitement, and how much effort she expended to hide it, they agreed to the request and the maid melted adorably while hugging Miria’s big and soft body.  
 
    Hopefully, it was worth it, because the older one accompanying her wasn’t too impressed with her junior’s behavior and practically dragged the young girl away after she and Miria parted. 
 
    Entering the lounge after being announced by the butler, they found Kindra sitting by a desk and working on some documents. Everything she had there was artfully arranged into various piles. She had always been a maniac when it came to organizing things, and that was something Asterios had managed to pick up after her himself. 
 
    He sat down on a sofa and waited for his mother to finish the current piece, knowing that she would address him after she was done.  
 
    Kindra wrapped things up in a few minutes and sighed in relief as she moved the paper onto the pile of completed ones. 
 
    “Welcome back, Asti. You took way less time than I thought. Did you manage to find anything helpful there?” she asked, giving him a warm smile. 
 
    Asterios kept scratching behind Miria’s ears, whose head lay on his lap. “Nothing devoid of doubts and inconsistencies, unfortunately. But we did get some more hints. I would like to ask you a few questions about… that night. If you are fine with it, of course.” 
 
    “Whenever you want. It was quite a bit ago, but I will try my best to be as accurate as possible.” 
 
    “Thanks. How exactly did you notice the fire? Anything weird or special you could point out?” 
 
    Kindra rubbed her cheeks with her hand, squishing them in the process. She always made this motion when thinking about something very deeply, unaware of how silly but adorable it looked. 
 
    “Hmmm… We were on the road… And we just noticed an orange glow in the night sky at some point… And then smoke when we got closer… I don’t think there was anything special about it… We then picked up the pace and arrived at the burning village… It was already in a horrible state… Everything was on fire and there was not a single person running around… There were no corpses either, only some weird outlines on the ground… I guess that part was weird… How come everyone could die and disappear in a fire? It had to start somewhere and then spread, no? They had to notice… And how there was no struggle or blood around if it was a bandits’ attack...” 
 
    Asterios nodded in agreement. Knowing that the fire had started from a single point, made that look even more suspicious. No normal fire would spread so fast as to engulf a whole village before even a single person could notice and escape. Magical explosion, however, was a different thing… 
 
    “It wasn’t your usual fire. It was too powerful and… meticulous. But anyway, could you tell me how you managed to find me? The house wasn’t close to the outside border. I know that you are a kind and compassionate person, but I don’t believe no one would have stopped a fifteen-year-old girl from running into an ongoing inferno.” 
 
    “Now that I think of it… I was sitting in one of the wagons belonging to my family, very shocked by the sight of the burning village… Many men ran into it to check for survivors… Then… I heard the cry of a baby… And not only I did... The other women with me also started looking around in confusion… But… Everyone seemed scared… They all kept glancing at each other or staring into the floor… I couldn’t stand it anymore, so I jumped out and ran after the crying… I didn’t notice at that time, but it was always perfectly audible… And it like… guided me at every intersection… And I arrived at the building with you under a burning beam…” 
 
    ~Spatial Sound Transmission or Directional Sound Emission would be nothing hard for someone as skilled in spiritual arts as Kaguya, my Lord.~ 
 
    ~Good to know. So, she possibly led my voice through something like a sound corridor back to the women in the wagons... This looks more and more like a setup… At least it doesn’t seem they were aiming specifically for Kindra.~ 
 
    “I see. Thank you. Anything peculiar happened afterward?” 
 
    “No, not really. I quickly ran back to the transport. Until everyone returned from searching the village, I kept tending to you. As I said, they found no other survivors. It was all weird so everyone agreed to leave that place as we didn’t have the means to stop the fire or do anything. The best we could do was report it so we continued the journey. Nothing too peculiar, I guess. Well, maybe besides the two falling stars as we departed, but I already told you that story when you asked me about your name.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Right. But could you maybe tell me more about them? Anything?” 
 
    “They were very beautiful, so I remember them clearly. One was bigger and red while the other was smaller, falling slightly under the first one, and with a light blue trail. I guess they must have been really big to be so bright while also so far in the sky since they left an arc actually bent upwards.” 
 
    ~Master. The legends say that Princess Kaguya could fly around our realm at will. And it’s said that she was surrounded by a blue aura.~ 
 
    ~I can confirm that, my Lord.~ 
 
    “Did any of that help?” Kindra asked after finishing, bringing Ast’s focus back to her. 
 
    “Yes. A lot.” 
 
    “I’m glad then! So, what did you learn from the trip?” 
 
    “Nothing concrete, honestly. But I guess there’s a chance that my parents are actually alive.” 
 
    Kindra stood up abruptly and beamed a wide smile at him. “That’s great! I knew there had to be some survivors!” 
 
    Asterios showed a wry smile. “Well, not exactly. There’s also a chance that they were the ones to put me in that burning building.” 
 
    She quickly lost all the enthusiasm and approached him with a concerned face, sitting on his free side. 
 
    “What? Put you in there? What do you mean?” 
 
    “You could say that I had a flashback. A woman put me on the floor and a man rested that burning beam above my head before they both left. And I don’t think I come from that village. I’m sure you have noticed by now, but it all seems too deliberate.” 
 
    “No… Why…” 
 
    “We aren’t sure yet. It’s all too enigmatic. They could have used the bandits’ attack to drop me there, or they even were the ones who took part in causing the fire. They could not even be my parents and just random people in whose hands I had ended up somehow. Anyway, we need more information.” 
 
    They sat in complete silence for a moment. Kindra was staring at him with a sad expression. She then sighed and leaned onto Ast’s side. 
 
    “So… What now?” 
 
    “We are going to look for someone who knows a lot about seals.” 
 
    “Seals? Why?” 
 
    “Well, in short, there’s one in my head, blocking all the possible memories from before you picked me up.” 
 
    “What?! Why haven’t you told me about it?!” She jumped in shock. 
 
    “Calm down, Mom. I only noticed it recently, all thanks to our new friend. And he confirmed that it shouldn’t do anything else besides blocking access. I should be safe. I think.” 
 
    Kindra made a heavy sigh and slumped against his shoulder. “What kind of parents leave their baby alone and with sealed memories… I’m… so sorry…” 
 
    He started brushing through her hair. “Why are you sorry? You have done so much for me. I should be the one apologizing. Thanks to whatever they had planned, you have been forcefully pulled into it. Who knows what other secrets my body and past might hide...” 
 
    They stayed like that for a while longer until Kindra slowly stood up. 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to ask Dad and Mom to help you look for that person. Please, give us a week or so. I’ll make sure we reach out to everyone we can.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it. I’ll finish some businesses during that time then. And look around too.” 
 
    He stood up, gave her a little peck on the cheek, and let Kindra jog outside. The information network of a merchant family was a valuable help in something like this. And they should be in contact with some royal families too. 
 
    Since Kindra went to talk with her parents, Asterios didn’t want to bother them and headed to the Adventurer’s Guild branch to report the situation of Teira. Miria transformed into her humanoid form and Selene jumped out of the crimson gate to join them too, teasing the panthergirl at the beginning a little by closely hugging Ast’s arm to her body. He ended up with both linking arms with him, gathering quite a few stares, mostly from the male population. 
 
    They stopped acting clingy before entering the guild and walked towards Truvi’s spot, pretty much completely empty as usual. The cute dwarf waved at the trio after spotting them, excited to talk to them again. 
 
    Asterios told Truvi that when they had arrived at Teira, the curse must have been dealt with because it was nothing like she had described and there definitely was a lot of vegetation and old ruins or remains. 
 
    The receptionist just laughed at him while saying that it was not possible as they would instantly receive an update on that through their network unless it had happened very recently, which still was unthinkable.  
 
    She tried convincing Asterios that he was just mistaken until he brought out Suanori’s token and swore on it. Truvi went silent and glanced at the two girls by his sides, who nodded in sync. She then jumped off her little ladder and rushed off into the distance, screaming someone’s name, most likely her superior’s. 
 
    A moment later, they were brought into a sound-proof room and two other men showed up with Truvi, one of which turned out to be the guildmaster of this branch.  
 
    After checking Ast’s token, they listened to his explanation and instantly sent Truvi to organize their fastest scout to check it out. The issue was too serious to leave it all to trust, even if the notice came from someone who was in possession of a guildmaster’s Token of Fealty. 
 
    Thanks to the fact that Ast’s party was at D-rank, they weren’t really suspected of lying about their involvement in the disappearance of the curse. And any doubts the guildmaster and his assistant had, were additionally cleared after Asterios had told them about the fresh remains of what looked like a high-tier Golem lying in a huge crater in the middle of the village. Low rank did come with the most unusual benefits. 
 
    The guildmaster wanted to at least credit them for the discovery if it turned out to be true, but Asterios insisted on leaving them out of that, saying that it would only bring pointless and unwanted attention to them and possibly result in many false rumors to begin spreading if the real person behind it wouldn’t be found quickly. And he was sure he wouldn’t be. 
 
    In the end, the guildmaster agreed and they were back in the lobby with Truvi. Asterios did not bring up the topic of the seal to either the guildmaster or her as it could potentially be possible to make some connection between his question and the curse. He didn’t know much about the guildmaster, but Truvi was a smart one. 
 
    They didn’t pick up any quests for now and went to visit Imadil’s smithy. Much more time had passed than what Cynthia had told them would be needed for the father and daughter duo to finish his new weapon.  
 
    Asterios was getting excited just by thinking about what it could be. Even though he hadn't had too many chances to test out his new gauntlet, he had understood how amazing it was after training with it for a bit. 
 
    The party entered the building and found the elf polishing a kite shield behind the reception desk. He noticed them and nodded with a faint smile. 
 
    “Asterios. Took you long enough. Cynthia has been eagerly waiting for your return almost every day to show you the finished product.” 
 
    “My apologies. We’ve run into some issues during our latest expedition. I hope it didn’t inconvenience you too much.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Of course not. Come. I bet she’s tweaking it again instead of working on other projects. She just can’t leave it alone for even a moment.” 
 
    Asterios followed the tall elf and chuckled. “Well, that’s understandable. It’s something she must have poured a lot of her heart into.” 
 
    “As every Spellsong should when making a Spellslinger. These weapons are our magnum opus. The whole realm trembled under their true might in the past. A single slash to decapitate a Dragon. Those were the times…” 
 
    Miria couldn’t hide her excitement when listening to Imadil while Asterios could only smile wryly. It was hard to imagine an artifact powerful enough to down a legendary creature, boasting unbelievable defensive power, in a single strike. Especially since half of that power came from replaceable Runic Chips. 
 
    They entered one of the workshops and found Cynthia sitting down over something with her back turned to them, clearly moving her hands.  
 
    Imadil stopped and called out to her. “Cynthia. They are back.” 
 
    “Hm? Ah, yeah, tell them that I ran into some problems with the circuit responsible for Sharpness and that I will deliver the shovel this evening myself. Say that I made some stupid mistake or something. I’m just an apprentice in the end.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not the Ulrems. That was an order from three days ago, by the way. I’ve already handed it out. I meant Asterios.” 
 
    Cynthia’s body jerked and she froze. She then glanced over her shoulder and spotted the trio beside her dad. With one, swift motion, she turned around and hid behind her body whatever she had been leaning over before. 
 
    “Father! You should have led them to the exchange room or something! How can I show it to him just like that!” 
 
    “What’s there to prepare? Gift wrappings? It’s not a birthday present, Cynthia. Besides, you’ve been polishing it almost every day.” 
 
    “Ugh. Fine. Just… Give me a moment. I need to piece it together… Again…” 
 
    He sighed and gestured at the party to follow him to another location. This time, they ended up in the open area behind the smithy, looking like some kind of a testing range with many targets, both melee and ranged, stationed around. 
 
    While Cynthia was doing whatever she had to do, Asterios practiced with his gauntlet a little more. Miria was always very fascinated with it and watched him closely this time too, amazed how Asterios quickly made use of different hand signs responsible for activating the correct mechanisms inside the artifact. 
 
    Imadil nodded in approval when seeing the proficiency Asterios had achieved with Poison Fang. He could quickly switch between the equipped poisons and shoot the needles with great force, making it clear that his spiritual energy was top-notch. He was glad his creation had ended up in worthy hands. 
 
    Cynthia joined them after fifteen minutes, bringing a dark wooden box with her, something about a half arm’s size. She placed it down on a nearby table and stepped aside with a soft smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting, Asterios. I’m sure you know how it is. After finishing something, you always get new ideas on how to improve it. But anyway, here it is. I evaluated many designs and concepts but finally settled on something more unconventional. Considering that your main fighting style relies on these magical circles on your gloves, I wanted to create something that would obstruct your casting as little as it's physically possible. I hope you won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    Imadil chuckled. “Yeah. You should have seen the pile of prototypes in her personal workshop. I think she went through like fifteen different models—umph!” 
 
    A sudden elbow from Cynthia stopped the older elf from speaking. She smiled at Asterios, encouraging him to open the box. 
 
    After lifting the lid, he certainly had to admit that he hadn't expected to see another gauntlet inside, even if the package wasn’t long enough for a common sword. It looked like the one he currently had on his left arm. 
 
    “Surprised?” Cynthia asked, moving to stand by his side. “I wanted them to match. I don’t know if you care about symmetry, but that’s just my little fetish. I’ll assure you though, this one is completely different. Put it on, I’ll explain.” 
 
    He allowed her to help him wear the gauntlet and strap it on properly. Right from the start, Asterios could notice the difference in weight. The new one was much heavier than the artifact he wore over his left forearm. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the weight. Does it feel right? Yes? Good. Now try checking your arm with your spiritual consciousness.” 
 
    Asterios closed his eyes and sent a pulse through the circuits in his arm, noticing some weird, glowing point outside of his body. 
 
    “Looks like you can see it. Great. Reach for it and fill it with your mana.” 
 
    He did as instructed and the weird signature connected to his circuits. The moment it did, an extraordinarily complex structure flashed in his mind, inside which he could clearly spot a short blade, covered in high-quality inscriptions.  
 
    Additionally, he felt as if the weight of the gauntlet disappeared. No, rather than disappearing, it matched the left one almost perfectly, creating a great balance between his left and right arm. 
 
    Cynthia moved his hand up and down. “And it seems that the Gravity Nullification and Counterbalance are working properly. So far so good. You should be able to notice a few square-shaped crystals inside the artifact. Fill them with your mana. They are batteries, allowing these two enchantments to run even after you get completely spent so that the whole thing won’t drag you down like an anchor in tough situations.” 
 
    “That’s quite amazing already,” Asterios commented. “How many things did you put in this?” 
 
    She showed a proud smile. “Not many, but for sure my most useful ones. Alright. Time for the best part. Like Poison Fang, the trigger is inside your palm. Use all four fingers to find it and pull the lever. And don’t aim your wrist at anyone. Or yourself. For safety reasons.” 
 
    Asterios took a few steps back from the table and turned around, positioning himself towards the open yard. He didn’t know what to expect so of course he would take a safe approach. Straightening his arm to the front, he fiddled with his fingers for a moment before finding the correct position and pulling the switch. 
 
    *SHIIING* 
 
    With a beautiful metallic sound, a black blade with a crimson edge slid out from an opening above his wrist. It was almost as wide as his arm and pretty much as long as his forearm.  
 
    A thin trench ran over the whole blade, through the middle. Near its bottom, a circular recess had been carved, meant for a Runic Chip. The lower path was riddled with incredibly detailed magical formations, also in crimson. 
 
    “I used Zerrenian Quarium as the base metal. You can’t find anything of better quality on this continent. It’s so tough and durable that even forming it into a blade and sharpening the edge is an unimaginable pain in the ass, not even mentioning the inscriptions. But, considering your spiritual energy, it was the only thing I could think of that wouldn’t get deteriorated in half a year of usage. Besides legendary and mythical grade ores, of course. ” 
 
    She let Asterios make a few practice swings to feel the weapon and walked to his side, grabbing his forearm, and unfastening a few wraps. Cynthia then lifted the lid covering the insides. 
 
    “It’s so damn heavy because I fit a whole frame inside. The major problem of arm blades is the point of the connection while they are extended. As you can see, I created this three-level skeleton from the same metal and attached it to the blade at different angles so that the force of impact received by the sword can be spread over a larger area, thanks to part of it being still inside the gauntlet instead of fully revealed through the opening. You can now even use that blade to block much heavier weapons without worrying about it breaking off the mount.” 
 
    He glanced over the complex construction, spotted the three storage crystals, and many other mechanisms that ran the blade. Even though he didn’t know that much about this craft, it was clear that she had put a lot of thought and effort into his weapon. 
 
    Cynthia closed the bracer and fastened all the wraps again. “Alright. Take a few more swings and tell me if there’s anything that feels even a little bit off. Then, we’ll finally move on to the most important part. You can use one of the training dummies if you want.” 
 
    Asterios looked at the wooden target and got a better idea. 
 
    “Umbra.” 
 
    His own shadow fluttered, and black smoke started enveloping Ast’s body, covering him whole after a short moment. Cynthia stepped back, slightly disturbed, not knowing if it was some spell she had never heard about or something else. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the weird mist moved off Asterios while still keeping a humanoid shape.  
 
    The elves’ eyes widened in shock when the smoke imitated very fine details, creating a pure-black clone of Asterios. The only thing of a different color were the duplicate’s eyes, which were glowing in an ominous shade of purple. 
 
    The spooky phantasm looked around and walked to the nearby weapon stand, picking up a practice sword. 
 
    “Do you have experience with weapons?” Asterios asked. 
 
    ~I prefer shaping my body into whatever I need, but I watched enough of my opponents use various things in combat to learn a thing or two from them. And I had a peek at some of your memories related to swordsmanship. It shouldn’t be that different from what I’m used to.~ 
 
    Imadil and Cynthia shuddered a little when they heard an ancient-sounding voice resound in their heads. Seeing that no one besides them reacted in any way, they knew there most likely was no reason to be concerned, but the being in front of them emanated a very bone-chilling aura. 
 
    Umbra took a defensive stance and Asterios started attacking. For the next few minutes, only his grunts and the sounds of metal clashing against metal could be heard. Asterios tried out as many different approaches as he could think of, based on his previous experience or theory. 
 
    His handling of the weapon was fairly good, but compared to Umbra’s swift movements, it was not even worth mentioning. Nevertheless, Asterios felt like the blade fit his arm perfectly and he truly perceived a connection with the weapon. He had mostly trained a bit with a shortsword in the past, but this wasn’t that different from what he had learned. 
 
    “Alright. That's enough. I’ll be training with it seriously at a later date. It’s good for now.” 
 
    Umbra nodded and his form shifted into that of a big raven. He carried the sword in his talons and dropped it back into the weapon rack, returning to perch on Ast’s shoulder.  
 
    Asterios turned to Cynthia. “I don’t think there’s anything I could point out. It feels good in my ha—on my arm.” 
 
    “That’s good…” Cynthia nodded and approached him while not dropping her eyes from the shadowy bird. “So, last but not least, the actual core of the Spellslinger. I used the crystal tokens you’ve left us the last time to design the slot for them. It should be a good fit. Father helped me a lot with the inscriptions, even though I told him not to go overboard…” 
 
    “And I told you that I’m not letting you make a half-assed Spellslinger,” Imadil commented from behind them. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just remember, if he blows up some city with it, you are going to be held responsible, not me,” Cynthia huffed back at him and returned her attention to Asterios. “In the current times, most Spellslingers you can find—good luck with that, though—are locked at a thirty-to-seventy ratio of power, with thirty coming from the user and seventy from the chip. But this one is at fifty-to-fifty from the get-go, with the possibility to crank it up to seventy-to-thirty like the ones from the age of Draconic Conquests. Father wanted to leave it at that all the time, but I couldn’t let an amateur accidentally wipe out a race or two when he trips and activates the stored spell. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. I’m glad you put a limiter on it. How to operate it?” 
 
    “That’s simple.” 
 
    Cynthia showed Asterios which lever inside the frame to pull and change the flow of spiritual power through the whole thing. She also explained to him a few rules on how to properly use and care for this particular Spellslinger. 
 
    “I think that’s everything. Now, time to evaluate it. I’d say, throw your strongest spell at it, but that’s not the wisest thing to do in the middle of a city. You have anything that isn’t extremely destructive but still can put a strain on the inscriptions?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess I do have something in mind.” 
 
    Asterios brought out a dark red crystal token with a complex pattern inside the ring and slotted it into the hole. Being spiritually connected to the weapon, he could sense the spell stored in the chip and activate it with ease at any point in time. 
 
    Cynthia asked Miria and Selene to help her drag a metal dummy into the open and told Asterios to use that one since it was much more durable. They made space for him and waited for the show. 
 
    Asterios drew mana from his second source and began feeding it into the weapon. The crystal started glowing. Next, the inscriptions joined it. A moment later, they could notice the area around the slot changing color. 
 
    “Heat Metal? Even if it’s at seventy-to-thirty, it will take ages for the blade made of—” 
 
    “No. That’s not Heat Metal,” Imadil interrupted his daughter. 
 
    “Then what—” 
 
    This time, she stopped by herself. The whole weapon suddenly turned dark red, then orange, and finally blindingly gold. They could even spot faint smoke coming out of the frame hidden under the hardened leather. A red flame enveloped the blade, finishing the process. 
 
    “Phoenix’s Blaze?!” 
 
    Asterios made a few test swings and pressed on the bracer with his other hand. He didn’t feel any discomfort. Everything seemed to be withstanding this level of heat, properly isolated and reinforced with magical formations. 
 
    He then glanced at the target dummy and made a diagonal slash from below, putting a lot of strength behind it.  
 
    Unfortunately, he had either overestimated the puppet’s durability or underestimated the effect of his own power on the token, and the blade cleaved through the opponent like through butter, causing him to lose balance and almost trip. 
 
    “That’s so cool, Master! It may be even stronger than what I used back then!” Miria started jumping in joy while applauding him. 
 
    “That much is only natural.” Selene showed a soft smile. 
 
    Meanwhile, Imadil and Cynthia were staring at the still-orange edges of the mannequin that was cut in half, with their jaws resting on the floor. The target was made of Mithril and survived tens of years of testing. It wasn’t that easy to put a scratch on. And especially not that simple to melt in a fraction of a second. 
 
    Then, a small explosion occurred, and a puff of smoke shot out from the slot in the sword, spooking Asterios a little. Shortly after, he heard a whizz of pressurized air, and the broken pieces of the crystal were launched out of the hole, quickly turning into dust afterward. The blade started slowly cooling down. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll need higher quality monster cores for spells of this level…” Asterios sighed and turned around, noticing the shocked stares of the elves. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, Divine Treemother… I’ve single-handedly doomed this realm…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
It’s a Small World 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios raised his brow when Imadil chuckled after his daughter’s comment, patting the girl’s shoulder.  
 
    “What’s wrong? I do think that it’s a very strong Spellslinger, so is it really that surprising it was able to slice through metal?” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head. “Not with completely no resistance when that metal is Mythril.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes…” She sighed. “The color is different than usual because it was a failed attempt at creating a certain armor. I don’t blame you for not recognizing it. Nevertheless, the fact that you sliced through the whole dummy like through butter still stands. It made me realize how much potential these tokens of yours possess. No wonder you are well-informed about Spellslingers. They are a perfect fit for you.” 
 
    “You are right. While the repertoire of spells I can use through the crystal sigils is great since I made a lot of effort to learn about those, a body of flesh and blood does have its limits. I can’t activate many of them by hand or I would instantly lose that arm, at the very least. My spiritual circuits may be able to withstand that power, but everything else most likely won’t. I’d rather not melt my own arm with the spell I’ve shown earlier. And that’s where your craft comes to help. You’ve done an impeccable job with the engravings and even just with picking the material. I’m really impressed.” 
 
    Imadil showed a proud smile. “Of course, she did. It’s only natural with how talented my daughter is. If only she wasn’t so opposed to putting more effort in creating real Spellslingers rather than that half-assed junk, her artifacts wouldn’t have an equal in the current age.” 
 
    “I’m. Not. Crafting. Another cataclysm-level weapon. Ever. Again.” 
 
    He chuckled hearing her cold reply. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if that one won’t someday split this realm in half,” she continued after Imadil interrupted her. “Asterios is young, even for human standards. I can’t fathom how much stronger he will get in the future. And I’ve paved his path of destruction with my own two hands. My gods…” 
 
    “Well, even though it isn’t perfect, I kind of like this realm, so I don’t plan on extinguishing it anytime soon,” Asterios said jokingly. “With this, I can definitely feel a lot safer when letting my familiars split from me. Offensive spells are not all I can do with these crystals.” 
 
    Cynthia took a deep breath to compose herself and walked closer to him. “Good. If you can use something as strong as Phoenix’s Blaze, then you surely can bring up a solid magical shield. Anyway, let’s continue the explanation. Remember when the remains of your token got launched out of the slot?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She grabbed his arm and positioned it so that Asterios could glance into the hollow carved in the blade. 
 
    “There’s a small formation added around the walls and the bottom. It’s automated, but can also be activated manually, so make sure to try it out a few times later. When it’s triggered, it will generate a strong gust of pressurized air and perfectly clear the slot of any leftovers. Even if the crystal would melt, the hole is covered with a circuit that envelops it in a coating of mana so tiny that it's invisible to the naked eye, allowing for almost effortless cleaning. Feel that one out too. Now try it.” 
 
    As instructed, Asterios dove into his mind and found the two formations. He launched the pressurized air a few times to get a good grasp on it and examined the thin layer of spiritual energy with his senses, confirming that it was a superior version of what Miria usually did to her blades, but with the edges left untouched in this case. The flat sides of the weapon were covered by it too. 
 
    “There are some more utility functions hidden in this artifact, but I’ll leave the fun of discovering them to you. The most important ones are now all covered. I hope it serves you well.” 
 
    Asterios sheathed the black blade and bowed his head slightly. “Thank you for listening to my request. I promise to take good care of your creation.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” 
 
    “Now then, how much for it?” 
 
    Imadil and the girls joined them in the middle of the training field. 
 
    “Kindra already paid when you were gone,” he informed Asterios. 
 
    “I should have expected that…” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly after arriving at his side. “She’s such an amusing woman.” 
 
    Miria nodded. “Miss Kindra is so kind.” 
 
    “Anyway, what’s done is done.” Asterios sighed. “But, before we say our goodbyes, I would like to ask you two a question.” 
 
    “What is it about?” Imadil glanced at him. 
 
    “Do you know anyone proficient in Sealing Magic or something like that? I have a quite complex one to unravel and it’s really important to me right now.” 
 
    “A seal? You didn’t accidentally stumble on some ancient evil locked up by a great hero from the past and decided to fight it, did you? Was that why you wanted a Spellslinger?” Cynthia squinted her eyes at him. 
 
    “Of course not. If something like that is sealed, then let it be sealed. I’m not a battle junkie. There’s nothing dangerous behind that seal. I think.” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid that we won’t be of much help,” Imadil said. “There’s no one we can point you to currently. Things could have been different if we were keeping our contacts with the elven and Spellsong communities up, but we are quite on our own here.” 
 
    “That’s okay. You guys have already done plenty for me. If you ever need help with something, let me know. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The three of them exchanged handshakes and Asterios left with his group by his side. Or above, in Umbra’s case. It felt a little weird to carry two thick gauntlets on his forearms, but he’d have to get used to that from now. The amount of utility they provided was amazing. 
 
    On one hand—literally—he could say that he was a professional Assassin with the possibilities the poisons, needles, and the hidden blade provided, while on the other hand, he was a Spellblade with how the Spellslinger functioned. 
 
    For the next few days, Asterios roamed the city with the girls while asking around. They spent some time having fun together too as they didn’t really have that many chances of doing so recently and Asterios wanted to talk with Selene and Miria a bit more about the relationship the three of them had found themselves in. 
 
    While both girls were fine if he didn’t put too much thought into it and just continued acting like he usually had, Asterios insisted on talking some things out. He didn’t mind Miria and Selene accompanying him together at any time, be it just walking around, sleeping together, or sharing a more intimate moment, but he wanted them to receive some of his attention alone from time to time too. 
 
    They were happy to oblige and both promised that there wouldn’t be any issues with that. He was glad to hear that Miria was okay with it too since it meant that there would be a time when she was supposed to be the one away and the panthergirl was very clingy with him. There was nothing he could notice through their bond that would hint at her forcing herself to accept this resolution. 
 
    And to test it out, they decided to have a date or two since their search for the sealing master was proving to be fruitless.  
 
    On the first day, Miria accompanied him around the city, and they tried out a lot of cuisine from the region, spending time together by mostly eating and chatting. They walked together the whole time, holding hands, which caused Miria’s cheeks to be tinged with rosiness for most of the day, but her blissfully dancing tail betrayed how happy she was with this tiny gesture.  
 
    Their date ended with a romantic ride under the sunset with Miria in her panther form. She enjoyed the affectionate pets while they slowly ran through the forest, spending some romantic time in the woods. 
 
    On the second day, it was Selene’s turn. She locked their arms from the very moment she walked out of the crimson gate while tenderly smiling at Asterios. For most of the time, they visited various jewelry shops and businesses dealing with ornaments.  
 
    Encouraged by Asterios, she tried on various earrings, bracelets, or normal rings, all in her favorite colors, which were black, white, and sapphire blue. But she was the happiest with the collar she had received before so Asterios picked a dark blue pin with a flowery design, matching her dress, and attached it to the black band. She couldn’t stop grazing it with her fingers for at least an hour later. 
 
    To wrap it up, Selene decided to also do something unique to her, and after extending her hand to Asterios, she led him up into the sky by walking the spiritual platforms like a stairway to heaven.  
 
    They stopped high above Tyrienheim and shared a glass of wine together while admiring the sight. Asterios was a little bit tense with just a thin transparent rectangle upholding them so high in the air, which allowed Selene to tease him a bit and then provide a relaxing massage. 
 
    Both Miria and Selene were happy after their respective time alone with Asterios and understood even better that they would want more of it, now completely convinced that this idea of testing things out was truly worthwhile. 
 
    But, on the third day, they still went on a double date, altogether.  
 
    Many men scowled after seeing a young guy with two incredible beauties clinging to his sides. And even more men passed the cafe where the trio was spending time together with a grimace on their faces from seeing how Asterios affectionately brushed the white-haired lady’s bushy tail with a pretty comb while having an adorable black-haired girl snuggle to him and rub her face into his neck, both with blissful expressions.  
 
    Only Asterios seemed to be aware of the intense glares he was receiving while the girls either pretended not to notice or were too focused on receiving his caresses. Either way, they had to switch places when even women started looking at him unfavorably for stealing their partners’ attention. 
 
    After just fooling around for the past three days, they decided to start training together until Kindra called for them as she had promised. Umbra joined these sessions too, of course. Even though she had experienced it a few times already, Miria still was amazed by how much progress she had been able to make with Ast’s help in the form of his spiritual essence. 
 
    They chose to practice more intense situations this time, knowing that they would have enough time to rest, and therefore, all four of them sparred with each other. 
 
    Naturally, Asterios accumulated the highest number of losses, which wasn’t anything surprising. The other three were significantly stronger when it came to direct combat, even without his support, while Asterios’ main strength relied on proper preparation and planning. Even with his new, powerful weapon, he wasn’t going to change his style too much. 
 
    Amongst the other three, the scores were quite even, with Miria falling off a little bit from Selene and Umbra. She obviously got slightly dejected after realizing how much more versatile the other two were and Asterios had to spend some time cheering her up.  
 
    She didn’t sulk for long while receiving his enthusiastic pats and kind words. And these weren’t just empty praises. He made sure to properly lay down Miria’s strengths over the other two in front of her, with the depth of the bond between him and her as the most powerful part. They could do things together that he’d have a hard time doing with the others. Their compatibility was really high. 
 
    Between Selene and Umbra, the latter one could be considered the victor of this evaluation. While both were very versatile with their techniques, and she was overall currently stronger than him thanks to the upgrade, Umbra still had way more experience fighting than her and it showed. His immaterial form that could shift all the time was a huge pain for her too.  
 
    Miria even joked that each next summon Asterios called seemed to be so much stronger than the earlier ones and that he’d definitely reach a Dragon or other ascended-tier entity if they continued like this. While he didn’t want to consider it anything other than a funny remark, it was actual proof that he was improving too. Or was just incredibly lucky. 
 
    Then, finally, after slightly over a week, Kindra brought up the topic of the seals during their breakfast together, with everyone present.  
 
    “I think we’ve done as much as we can already,” she started. “Mom and Dad tried their best to gather anything about this and we are now starting to run out of connections.” 
 
    “Did we manage to find someone good in the end?” Miria asked. 
 
    “There are a few people who dabble in seals that we’ve managed to reach. Before introducing them to you guys, we wanted to make sure that they are what we believe and sent out our people to confirm it. That’s why it took this long.” 
 
    “And? Anyone noteworthy?” Asterios glanced up from his plate. 
 
    “Unfortunately, many of them weren’t masters or even experts in the field, so we’ve excluded them from the list of potential candidates.” 
 
    “And how much did that narrow it down?” 
 
    “We ended up with… one…” 
 
    Asterios sighed. “That’s tough. Looks like they are as rare as I thought.” 
 
    “Does that mean the last one is a master then?” Selene asked. 
 
    “He’s at least an expert, that’s for sure. That man seems to be obsessed with seals for some reason and spent most of his life researching them. He also knows Sealing Magic, supposedly. I think that’s our best shot. I’m sorry, Asti.” 
 
    Asterios stood up and moved to his mother to hug her from behind. “Don’t be. You guys sure did a lot. You still found one more potential help than we did. So, any details?” 
 
    “We are not sure where he is currently located, but we managed to get a name. Radir Asgeir. One of the noble families we have decent relations with mentioned him and assured us that the man is someone skilled in this field. They, unfortunately, don’t have any means of contacting him since they only met him by accident, around sixteen years ago. But well, if you give us more time, we’ll try looking for him. What do you think?” 
 
    Not hearing any reply, Kindra turned her head to check on him and saw Asterios in deep thought. 
 
    “Asti?” 
 
    “Hm? Ah, sorry. Do you know if that man is a demon?” 
 
    “Ummm… I think they did mention that. Why?” 
 
    Asterios sighed and returned to his chair. “Because I know that surname. And quite well at that.” 
 
    “Oh? You do?” 
 
    “Give me a second.” He closed his eyes. 
 
    ~Hey, Grea, you free?~ 
 
    ~Greetings, visitor. You have reached Grea’s brain. We confirm that the owner is currently not occupied with anything of high importance. Is there anything we should pass onto her?~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled, making Kindra confused a little. 
 
    ~Would you be so kind as to connect me with her?~ 
 
    ~Naturally. Please hold on for a moment. Bzzzzzzzzzzt. Yo. Watcha need man? Are you calling to, this time, warn me about another part of my body turning lava-hot? Say, can you maybe like, target a specific place? For science reasons.~ 
 
    ~Are you really that bored?~ Asterios shook his head internally. 
 
    ~Eh. It was worse. Since my pussy is not turning any hotter, I’ll assume no as the answer to my question. So, whatcha need?~ 
 
    ~Really…  Anyway. Does the name Radir ring any bells?~ 
 
    ~You bet your ass it does. That’s my old man. What shitstorm did he cause this time?~ 
 
    ~I knew it…~ 
 
    ~Oi. Care to tell me what he did? I swear, if he sealed another noble’s dick in a different dimension because the dude hit on a girl that he found fancy…~ 
 
    Somehow, Asterios could tell Grea wasn’t talking smack about her father and that hilarious situation must have actually taken place in the past. 
 
    ~Wait… Seal… Didn’t you say that you have a seal on your memories the last time we spoke? Is this it?~ 
 
    ~As quick to catch on as always. Do you have any means to get in touch with him?~ 
 
    ~Uhhh. Nothing else besides letters. You want to meet him right?~ 
 
    ~That would be nice.~ 
 
    ~Well then. It doesn’t really matter if I have the means or not. He would never move his ass over here without something earth-shaking happening. And it would take months to convince him that your seal is worth his time. Therefore, the only option is to go after him.~ 
 
    ~Do you know his current location?~ 
 
    ~He was still in a certain city in the Demon Continent a year ago. That would be your best bet. As I said, he rarely switches bases, usually focused on the one thing he found until he manages to crack it. Anyway, we can talk more when you come back here. I have to give you a little something that will make him actually want to talk with you instead of treating you like air.~ 
 
    ~If it isn’t anything living, Umbra can fetch it from you. We are quite a bit distance apart.~ 
 
    ~Oh, come on. You could at least show yourself when an actual reason for that pops up. Especially after making me look after your girlfriend without even consulting with me. She’s basically using me to forget about her loneliness! I don’t even have the time to get rid of my own loneliness properly now! Who do you think I am, your harem’s manager?!~ 
 
    Asterios smiled. ~I’m sorry. I didn’t think she would visit you that often. She didn’t seem that sociable.~ 
 
    ~Oh, fuck off. The fact that she had problems approaching you doesn’t mean that she was as awkward with everyone else. Ugh. You will have to travel in this direction anyway, so start rolling your ass over here. I will be so kind as not to spoil the surprise. I’m out. Peace.~ 
 
    Asterios sighed after ending their conversation and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve secured the means to get in touch with him. Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “Eh? But how?” 
 
    “He’s the father of a professor at the academy that I’m familiar with. She’ll help us.” 
 
    Kindra nodded with a soft smile. “That’s good to know. But… Will you be fine returning there again?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss Kindra! Master has us around! If anybody even tries to look funny at Master, we’ll get rid of them in an instant!” Miria exclaimed merrily. 
 
    “If you are worried about these nobles from before, my Lady, then fret not. We’ve properly shown them that my Lord is not someone they can easily trifle with and that we can pay them a visit again whenever they want, fufufu~” Selene added. 
 
    Asterios reached forward to place his hand over Kindra’s and smiled. “I’m fine. And certainly not alone, as you’ve heard. I’ll have Umbra check on you regularly too if you would want to speak with me.” 
 
    “Alright. I was just making sure. I hope you’ll find more answers. Ah. And don’t forget to visit Tina when you’ll be in Rosewind!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Not you too…” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Nothing. I won’t.” 
 
    Afterward, they went out together and Asterios escorted Kindra to the mansion, where they split up. His group chose to run a quick check on their supplies before leaving and spent some time around the markets and mercantile district. 
 
    They visited Truvi to let her know about their departure. Unfortunately, there weren’t any workable quests they could take on while traveling. Their luck wasn’t that good in that area recently.  
 
    With everything ready, they went to meet with Ast’s family and soon moved out. Selene returned to her realm while Asterios rode Miria alone to maximize her speed. They had to stay by the edge of the road to avoid accidentally spooking the others or any horses with how fast they were going. Moving through the trees would just slow them down. 
 
    Previously, they had traveled as a group, so Miria couldn’t really put her all into running, but this time, nothing was stopping her from showing Asterios how much she improved.  
 
    In just three days, she covered half of the distance. At that point, Asterios decided to see if he could keep a supply of mana stable enough to hold Haste activated on her over a long period of time. Miria was thrilled to go even faster and instantly agreed to the suggestion. 
 
    As he expected, keeping the flow of energy while matching the consumption, and the scale dictated by the effectiveness of the sigil, which in simpler words meant how much faster she could run under its effects, was incredibly taxing. 
 
    Before, he or his target had been only able to uphold Haste on standby, activating it at short intervals, so it felt completely different. He could always just use Stride or similar spells that boosted the movement, but these were obviously way weaker than something like Haste. 
 
    In the end, Asterios could keep Haste on Miria for up to ten hours. But he had to be completely focused on it while staying pretty vulnerable, unable to react as quickly as usual. Above that point, his control would get sloppy and make it impossible for Miria to run at a steady pace. With her speed jumping up and down at random times, it could easily make her trip. 
 
    Nevertheless, in those ten hours, they covered three-fourths of the remaining distance, which was an amazing achievement. Asterios ended up much more spent than her, mostly mentally, therefore they agreed that they would need to put a day of rest between Haste-boosted runs in the future. 
 
    The whole journey took them five days. Less than a half of what they had spent traveling the other way.  
 
    In the past, he would never dream about riding a beast this fast. To others, they might have looked like a fast-moving smudge. Miria emanated an almost visible aura of pride and happiness after sensing his admiration, earning herself some affectionate rubs and even a compliment from Selene. 
 
    Since the time was shortly before afternoon, Asterios notified Grea about their arrival and she invited them to the academy, saying that she’d go and grab Tina too. Asked not to disturb her classes, the rowdy professor just snorted and said that with how well she was doing, it was a surprise they hadn't held special graduation for her already and that as a professor, she could snatch any student away from a lecture while fully excusing them. 
 
    Ast’s group went through the same check-up as the last time they had tried to get in and were allowed to pass through without an issue. After learning that their destination was also the same, the escorting guard didn’t even bother to go with them to the very door and split from them halfway there, not wanting to experience Grea’s hospitality again. 
 
    Asterios knocked on the door to the workshop and waited. 
 
    “Go check the door, shortie. I have my hands busy.” He heard Grea’s voice from inside. 
 
    “I told you that I’m not even that short, Professor. It’s you who is so tall. And you are wiping the counter. How busy is that?” Another familiar tone resounded, this time coming from Tina. 
 
    “Busy enough to ask you to open the door. If I stop now, this stain will instantly start recovering. It’s not a normal stain. If I leave it be even for a second, it will grow and grow and grow and then the whole realm will be consumed. How do I know that? I made it, duh. So, unless you are ready to take the responsibility for that, be a good girl and check the damn door.” 
 
    “Ugh. Fine. Honestly, I have no idea why you brought me here, Professor, if all that you’ve been doing for the past half an hour is rubbing the same spot with a piece of cloth. If this isn’t the reason behind tha—” 
 
    After opening the door, Tina froze, stopping mid-sentence. Asterios could only smile at her shocked expression.  
 
    “Yo.” 
 
    His voice quickly brought her back from the stupor and Tina started to fidget a little. 
 
    “Uh… Ummm… I… Hi.” 
 
    He chuckled and plopped a hand on Tina’s head, failing to stop himself before doing it pretty much out of habit now. Seeing that she didn’t mind, even blushing a little, he patted it gently and entered inside. Tina followed by his side. 
 
    Asterios sighed after noticing Grea grinning at them. “Seriously? An evil stain aiming to take over the world? Couldn’t you come up with something better?” 
 
    “Oi. What the fuck else could I have said to her?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Tell her to go into one of the summoning chambers and hand her a complex structure to draw? She wouldn’t feel like you are just messing with her that way.” 
 
    “Ehhhhhhhh, fair point. I’ll use that next time.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and moved his gaze to Tina, who was slightly blushing while looking up at him. 
 
    “I don’t mind Professor Grea messing with me if we can meet afterward…” she said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t let her rambunctious nature fool you. There’s a lot you can potentially learn from her. So, how are you doing recently?” 
 
    “I’m fine. You can start getting worried. I’m on a good path to getting my name carved in the obelisk.” 
 
    “That’s great.” 
 
    She giggled. “You are not even trying to hide it anymore. You really don’t care if you win. What if I lose my motivation now?” 
 
    “Do you still want that reward?” Asterios asked with a teasing smile, making Tina look away bashfully. “Then you better keep at it. If I win or lose was in your hands from the very beginning, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Alright, lovebirds. Let’s get our asses seated instead of standing in the middle of nowhere,” Grea commented with a snort and started pushing them towards the resting section. 
 
    Seeing Tina get even redder, Asterios rolled his eyes at the older woman. 
 
    “Don’t tease her too much or I’ll send Umbra to you at a random hour in the night.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck no…" Grea shuddered. "Wait. Hey. Hey. There’s that one dude that's been irritating as hell recently. Can you send your evil parrot after him? I’m paying in gold. Or body if you are in for some thick demon ass.” 
 
    “No, thanks.” Asterios waved his hand dismissively, making his former professor groan. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Tina asked after they all plopped down onto either a sofa or a comfy armchair. 
 
    Miria and Selene walked out of the same portal shortly after her question and smiled at Tina. Since she was taking one of Ast’s sides this time, they sat around the two, with Miria at the remaining free spot, instantly snuggling to his arm. Umbra also materialized himself and perched on the backrest of the sofa. 
 
    “Alright. I won’t beat around the bush. I’ve trimmed it recently anyway, so it’s not like I can.”  
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes again while Selene chuckled softly. Both Miria and Tina blushed a little.  
 
    “My old man is kinda grumpy with strangers, so you’ll have to show him this.” 
 
    She handed Asterios something that could be easily called a tribal necklace with a wooden locket. Inside, two sets of initials had been carved. 
 
    “That’s mine and his. There’s a fifty percent chance he’ll think you are either my boyfriend whom I’ve sent to introduce to him and hug you to death, or that you’ve offed me, bringing this to trigger him, and he will also hug you to death but with even more passion. Yeah, the crazy runs in the family. No shit I can do about that.” 
 
    Asterios started rubbing his temples and sighed. He had been lowkey expecting that, but he still had some hope. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Tina asked. 
 
    “Our little playboy is heading to the Demon Continent to find my old man for some reason. You already filled her in or nah?” 
 
    He decided to do it right now since he trusted Tina and shortly briefed her about what he knew, with the help of his familiars. There was always a chance that she would be able to help him somehow. She did come from a decently known noble family. 
 
    “I had no idea you had it so much worse…” Tina said in a somber voice after they finished. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. We’ll get to the end of it someday. Just focus on yourself for now.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts.” 
 
    “Okay… But still—” Asterios glared at her ostentatiously, making Tina giggle. She raised her hand to stop him. “I meant to say that it takes almost two months to travel there, depending on where you are headed.” 
 
    “If you are worried about me not making it back for the ceremony, then you don’t need to. I made a promise, and I will keep it. And nothing will stop me from doing so.” 
 
    “Okay…” Tina smiled softly while dropping down her gaze. 
 
    “Before I forget.” Asterios reached into one of his inner pockets and brought out a folded piece of paper. “Would you mind checking if there’s anything about this script in the libraries?” 
 
    Grea received and opened it. “Damn. That looks kinda demonic. You need a translation?” 
 
    “No. Somehow, I can read it. It says, all will kneel before the true overlords. I need any information on the script itself.” 
 
    “Seriously. You are a walking mystery of the century. If not the millennium. I’ll see what I can do and ask around.” Grea pocketed the item and glanced at Asterios. “Then, there’s only one more thing left to do.” 
 
    “Which is?” Miria asked curiously. 
 
    Asterios felt a tug on his arm and looked at Tina, blushing slightly while avoiding his eyes. 
 
    “Could you… do the same thing with me that you did with Professor?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23
Put a Ring on It 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing Tina’s pleading gaze, Asterios turned to look at Grea. 
 
    “What? Was this supposed to be a secret?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I guess not. How much exactly did you tell her?” 
 
    “Everything, from start to finish. I’ve tried talking her out of it since we have no idea if it’s completely safe and it wasn’t just a lucky shot the last time, but she wouldn’t have any of it. And you know how weak I am with puppy eyes. Ugh. These should be branded as Forbidden Magic under the category of mind control.” 
 
    Asterios then glanced back at Tina, sitting by his side. “I would rather not put you in unnecessary danger. We can already meet from time to time, thanks to Umbra’s abilities.” 
 
    Tina nodded somberly. “I know, but… It’s not just about talking… There’s also that connection…” 
 
    “Grea doesn’t currently have a permanent familiar like you. We don’t know if an active contract will interfere with whatever happens when I try to do it with another person. I would rather not do it, but are you really sure? You should be aware that there are also weird things that when happen on my side, influence Grea too.” 
 
    “That situation with the mark spooked the shit out of me,” the red-skinned researcher commented. 
 
    Tina pondered for a moment and nodded again, looking Asterios straight in the eyes. 
 
    “I would still want to try. I know this might sound selfish, but please.” 
 
    “Alright.” Asterios sighed. “At least we’ll have someone to look over the entire process this time. Mind preparing a chamber for us, Grea?” 
 
    “Give me a few minutes and I’ll make sure it’s even safer than the previous one!” 
 
    She made a satirical salute and bolted towards the corridor with various rooms she had prepared for various occasions, leaving Asterios and his group alone with Tina. 
 
    “I’m sure everything will be okay, Master,” Miria said with a smile, directed at the blue-haired girl. “You are even stronger than back then. Or maybe I should say more in control?” 
 
    “I think that would be more accurate,” Selene joined too. “Master’s power is already incredible and it’s only natural that he needs time to accustom himself to it and learn how to use it properly after suddenly discovering that immense source. But we do not know if there aren’t any more seals or barriers still placed on it.” 
 
    “Well, we are doing what we can right now, but that’s true,” Asterios agreed. “And I can start even more demanding exercises thanks to the Spellslinger.” 
 
    “Spellslinger?” Tina asked, uncertain about the word. 
 
    Asterios positioned his hand towards the ceiling and pulled the trigger hidden in his palm, releasing the black blade with crimson edges from its cage. Tina flinched, not expecting a sword to suddenly shoot out of Ast’s bracer. 
 
    “Woah… That’s kind of… cool…” she murmured. 
 
    He reached into one of his pouches and brought a yellow crystal token, pushing it into the empty slot in the surface of the blade. A moment later, the circuits running all along it lit up with a weak golden hue, and the unsheathed weapon started glowing more, emitting white light, comparable to that of a magical torch. 
 
    “Is that… Light? So, you can use your crystal sigils like that...” 
 
    “You don’t seem surprised about them that much, even though I didn’t bring them out in public that often.” 
 
    Tina giggled awkwardly while glancing away. “I… I’ve seen you quite a bit in the past… I saw how you carved those in the gardens, and a few times how you used some of them… But don’t worry, I never talked about it with anyone.” 
 
    “Can’t believe I had a stalker.” Asterios chuckled too, causing Tina to blush a little. “It’s fine. I wasn’t keeping it a secret or anything. Anyone can learn how to do that. The library has quite an extensive section on sigils, as you could expect.” 
 
    “People rarely check things like these. Most focus only on the bare minimum to pass the classes. Or to grow the necessary techniques connected to the type they have the highest affinity with. I’ve always been doing my best in every field, but when I saw how much effort you were putting in closing the gap created by your inability… I was… captivated...” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment,” Asterios said with a smile. 
 
    Tina smiled back, glancing at him warmly.  
 
    Meanwhile, as the two chatted, a certain beastfolk duo was repeatedly giving each other knowing looks, trying their best not to chuckle. They exchanged a silent high-five, out of the sight of the other two. Umbra could only tilt his head, left out of the duo's private, mental conversations. 
 
    “Oiiiiiiii! Everything is ready! It’s time to—AH! Who brought the sun inside?! That’s my only weakness!” 
 
    Grea accidentally looked straight at the glowing blade after entering the room, quickly covering her eyes. Asterios shook his head at her antics and deactivated the circuits, pulling the crystal out. Since it was a low-level spell, the token should still last for some time during the next activations. 
 
    Everyone stood up and followed the professor to the chamber she had prepared. It was a little bit more spacious compared to the last one they had used. Many more formations could be spotted over the walls and ceiling, some of which Asterios clearly recognized as freshly prepared. 
 
    When all of them stepped inside, Asterios glanced at Tina. 
 
    “Is there a reason Ori is not accompanying you? Summoners usually like to have their first familiar around, but I haven’t seen him since we arrived.” 
 
    Tina looked into the distance for a moment before moving her eyes back onto Asterios. 
 
    “He actually went back shortly before you showed up. He says that your raven is giving him goosebumps and would rather watch over me from the other side.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “It’s okay. He always was a coward.”  
 
    Tina gave Asterios an embarrassed smile and then tilted her head while closing one of her eyes as if moving away from something. 
 
    “Yes, you are. You always talk big to me but when it’s actually your turn to do something, you hide behind my back every time,” Tina said to herself and rolled her eyes, making Asterios chuckle.  
 
    Somehow, many summons shared this stubborn trait, in various forms, and it reminded him of Mii a little as she had been similar in the beginning. 
 
    Grea finished the last preparations and invited the two to step into the magic circle on the floor. Tina seemed a little anxious, so Asterios picked her hands into his and rubbed them gently. While it did have a positive effect, it was accompanied by visible rosiness on her cheeks and the inability to look at his face for longer periods of time. 
 
    Nevertheless, they started the ritual and carefully went through all the steps together, the same way as before. Asterios thought about changing a few things, but he didn’t want to experiment on Tina.  
 
    It was actually a tough situation since he would rather not experiment on anyone that he found close, but that would be kind of counterintuitive when the whole contracting part was meant to connect him with exactly those people. 
 
    Leaving that for later, he focused on the current moment, and they soon reached the bargaining phase, with all the preceding ones going through without any issues.  
 
    Tina had no idea what to ask for her end of the bargain and Miria of course shouted to her to pick headpats, making the blue-haired girl blush even more.  
 
    In the end, Tina settled for something similar, which was hugs. While Miria again butted in by saying that she should have picked kisses instead, causing her to again turn a shade redder, the bargaining stage went through. 
 
    They quickly followed the next steps and used Ast’s ceremonial dagger to cut their fingers, letting a drop of blood fall onto the formation under their feet.  
 
    Asterios was going to draw the sigil on his forehead after making one on Tina’s skin, but she did it for him while he was taking care of hers, using her own blood. He wasn’t sure if that mattered as nowhere was it stated whose blood should be used for the symbols, so he let it go. 
 
    Reaching the last part, they both looked at each other. Asterios was going to let Tina know that he would place a kiss on her forehead, but seeing her clearly embarrassed yet expectant gaze, he decided to change his plans. 
 
    Tina trembled a little when Ast’s hand brushed her cheek and brought her face up a little. Her heart was beating fast while her mind was overcome with visions of the near future. This part she had heard about from Professor Grea was another reason Tina was so adamant about trying to enter a contract with Asterios. 
 
    As his face slowly moved closer to hers, she watched how Ast’s white hair and red eyes approached her, mesmerized by the combination of crimson red and moonlight white. And his charming yet overbearing vertical pupils felt like she could stare at them for days. 
 
    At last, their lips connected in a soft kiss, and she closed her eyes, savoring the ticklish sensation, lasting much longer than the previous peck she had given him during their last parting. 
 
    Asterios could feel a bit of his essence making its way to Tina, who was clearly focusing on the kiss, not even noticing that her hands wrapped themselves around his waist. He did his best to hold in a chuckle to not rob her of this sweet moment.  
 
    During the kiss, he paid close attention to all the circuits on the walls, moving his eyes from one circle or set of runes to another. This time, they did not start breaking, but the main formation they were standing on gave only a very faint flicker before turning dark, instead of flashing with bright light. 
 
    Even though the ritual could be considered completed, Tina kept her smooth lips over his, perhaps not aware of that fact.  
 
    Asterios drew his face back, which caused Tina’s mouth to pursue him for a little bit before she lifted her eyelashes and blushed heavily after realizing her actions. 
 
    He smiled at her. “I’m glad that you are enjoying yourself, but would you let me examine you now?” 
 
    Tina nodded hastily and took a step back, retracting her arms too. He looked her all over, stopping at her right hand. 
 
    “Oh.” Both noticed the change and Tina gasped quietly, instantly turning fully crimson.  
 
    And the reason behind that was a small, black band that appeared around her ring finger, decorated with a miniature version of Ast’s Summoner’s Brand at the top, clearly bearing the resemblance of a tattooed piece of jewelry. 
 
    “That’s so adorable!” Miria commented after arriving closer. 
 
    “Hey. That’s not fair. Why is mine on the back of my hand while she literally got a ring around her finger?” Grea complained. “And nothing broke this time. Did it actually succeed?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Asterios answered. “While I can feel Tina a little better than I can sense you, it’s still remarkably similar. I don’t think there’s much more utility to this than mental communication the two of us also share. I’m fairly sure we can’t use gates.” 
 
    Grea wanted to be completely sure and dragged Tina—who was still staring at the mark around her finger—out of the room while asking Asterios through their mental connection if he could do anything. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like it. They did confirm being able to converse, though. 
 
    If there was anything different to this besides the placement and style of the mark that appeared on Tina’s body, they would need to figure it out with time.  
 
    After the two girls came back, they sat down together to talk some more about Ast’s situation and experiences since he had last met with Grea. He caught Tina brushing her new fake ring with her fingers a lot during the conversation, showing a merry smile. 
 
    “I really don’t know what to say anymore,” Grea said, rubbing her forehead. “We are hitting levels of unbelievable that shouldn’t even be possible in the first place. I’ll need to sleep on that one at least a few times. I wish I could help more, but this is tough, and I don’t want to throw a bunch of random thoughts and theories at you when you already have plenty yourself. I’ll see what I can do about that script and let you know.” 
 
    “You are already helping us plenty. And hopefully, your father will be able to solve our current problem. That’s currently our only lead.” 
 
    “I hope so too. I’m getting really invested in this. It’s like good mystery fiction, don’t you think? Unknown parents, unknown power, unknown purpose, and a whole journey to discover them. Let’s just hope this one doesn’t end with the destruction of the world, hahaha.” 
 
    After they ran out of things to discuss, Grea suggested Tina take Asterios on a walk around the campus before he had to leave, with her intentions pretty clear to everyone. He decided to agree quickly before the mischievous professor could have any more chances of poking fun at her. 
 
    It took a while before Tina stopped being all tense after they left the professor’s workshop. Ast’s familiars returned to their realms, with just Umbra staying in the sky to look over him. 
 
    “Hey! Watch what you are doing!” 
 
    As they were walking around while chatting casually, someone shouted a bit to their side.  
 
    Asterios and Tina stopped and glanced towards the source, spotting a boy sitting on the stone pavement, clearly not by choice. A few other teenagers accompanied him, and he was just being helped up by one of his friends. 
 
    “That must have been Roz,” Tina spoke to Asterios, noticing his thoughtful gaze. 
 
    “Roz?” 
 
    “Yeah. Since the day you’ve dealt with him, he is avoiding me as much as possible. He must have noticed you and ran away, hitting that other guy in the process.” 
 
    Asterios couldn’t help but chuckle. “I didn’t expect this much, but I’m glad to hear that he’s not causing you any trouble. How is his family?” 
 
    “Not the best but also not the worst. I was surprised when Marquess Richtenstein revealed to the public that he had learned about Roz abusing his sister and bullying other students. He said that while he isn’t going to kick him out of the family, giving Roz a chance to change for the better, he no longer should be treated like royalty. Roz actually ended up beaten quite badly shortly afterward, most likely by friends of the people he messed with in the past.” 
 
    “What a prime example of diversion tactics.” Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. 
 
    “Hm? How so?” 
 
    “They used that shocking revelation and the magnanimous show of pity as a smokescreen to cover a more critical issue that could definitely have had a much stronger negative impact on their name if the public picked up on it. If you excuse me, I’ll refrain from mentioning any details on this.” 
 
    “Oh. It’s alright. I wouldn’t want anyone spreading sensitive information on my family either.” 
 
    It was obvious to Asterios that Roz had been turned into a scapegoat specifically to let the public focus on him while the Marquess dealt with the problem of their family seal being used in illegal trade. He hoped that things had turned out good for them as he didn’t feel like the Marquess was exactly a bad person. 
 
    “This kind of makes me wonder, how are you doing with your summoning recently?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Pretty good. I have two familiars right now. You’ve met both. Ori the Shearwater and Firo the Water Serpent. The one that… healed Mii back then. Ori specializes in Wind Magic and is a good scout while Firo is great with Healing and Water Magic. The professors keep telling me that I should be able to summon another one without any problems, but I just don’t know what to do… After seeing your companions…” 
 
    Asterios plopped his hand onto Tina’s head and started gently brushing through her hair. “I honestly wouldn’t use them as a good gauge. They are quite… special. But I’m sure you can find powerful allies too. Because if not you, then who else?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Seeing that his words didn’t have much effect on cheering Tina up, Asterios thought up something different. 
 
    “Want to try Joint Summoning with me, then?” 
 
    “Eh?” Tina stopped walking and looked up at him. “Isn’t that mostly done… by Summoner couples…?” 
 
    “If you don’t want to, then it’s fine. It was just a random idea. Maybe I could help you even more than usual with that connection between us.” 
 
    “No, no, no! I… I would like to! If you are fine with it…” Tina twirled her fingers with a slight blush. 
 
    “I guess we need to find a place for it then. Should we go back and use Grea’s lab?” 
 
    “Ummm… Maybe we can ask the Principal? I think she wouldn’t mind lending us one of the private summoning chambers for this… It’s not that I dislike Professor Grea, but…” 
 
    “It’s alright, I get it. You’d feel uncomfortable with her around. She’d definitely insist on staying nearby. Let’s see if Principal Teireshia is busy right now. Ah. What about your classes?” 
 
    “Excluding the current one that Professor Grea took me away from, which still should be continuing for about an hour, I don’t have anything else in the next three hours.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and they headed to the main building together. There weren’t many people around since as Tina had said, most attendees should be at their lectures or another activity right now. It was a good thing for them. 
 
    Tina knocked on the door to the Principal’s office and they both walked inside after receiving a verbal invitation. Principal Teireshia’s eyes slightly widened at the sight of Asterios, but a soft smile soon appeared on her face. She hadn't expected to see him again this soon, even though she had heard about his last visit to the R&D department some time ago. 
 
    “Welcome, you two. I hope you aren’t here to steal my precious student before her graduation, Asterios,” she spoke in jest. 
 
    “I wouldn’t break my promise, Madam Teireshia. I’m only accompanying Tina around. And checking on Professor Grea.” 
 
    “Yet, you wouldn’t come to check on me? Oh, how sad.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to cause more problems than I already had. Who knows what will happen if I run into one of the professors that aren’t too favorable towards me after leaving your office, Madam Teireshia.” 
 
    The woman waved her hand dismissively. “I’m just joking. That’s a good decision. So, since you actually did come here, how can I help you two?” 
 
    “Ummm… Could we… borrow a private chamber for a moment?” Tina asked, fiddling with her fingers in front of her clothes. 
 
    “Hmmm… I wouldn’t mind letting one of the best students use one outside of the usual hours, but could you tell me the reason?” 
 
    “I… We… We wanted to try Joint Summoning…” 
 
    The Principal raised her eyebrow and looked between her and Asterios. He nodded at her, keeping his usual calm expression, while the girl by his side couldn’t help but avoid her gaze.  
 
    She chuckled inwardly. Tina was just too obvious. 
 
    “Alright. I’m sure the two of you can end up with something amazing. Just let me know the details afterward. Are you going to attempt a single or a double?” Principal Teireshia glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “Single for Tina. I currently have three companions and I’m still thinking about the catalysts and materials for the next one.” 
 
    “Three already?” The Principal didn’t hide her surprise. “Did you conceal one the last time? That’s quite fast to earn the service of three beasts.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I guess I am pretty lucky. If Madam Teireshia can promise to keep this a secret from the other professors, I don’t mind calling my familiars here.” 
 
    “A secret? Is it that serious? Hmmm… You are making me very curious… Fine. I’m no longer your superior, so let’s say that we are dealing with private matters right now. What’s so special then?” 
 
    A thick shadow rose from Ast’s feet and traveled around his body until it reached his shoulder, where it broke off and formed the shape of a raven with glowing purple eyes. Then, two crimson gates appeared behind Asterios and two women with animal characteristics walked out of them. 
 
    Even though it was her first time seeing the cheerful girl with black hair, Principal Teireshia instantly recognized the spiritual signature she had sensed in the past and realized that the humanoid-looking entity standing in front of her was none other than the black panther from their earlier meeting. 
 
    All three familiars that appeared in the room emanated a strong spiritual presence, with the shadowy raven towering over the other two. Principal Teireshia thought that the panther was already amazing, but the weird entity sitting on Ast’s shoulder was out of the feline’s league, judging by spiritual standards at least. 
 
    “You are really full of surprises…” she commented, still astounded. 
 
    “And mysteries…” Asterios added, slightly somber. 
 
    “I have countless questions, but I understand that you don’t want to overstay here. You guys can use chamber thirty-seven. Here’s the pass.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding, Madam Teireshia. And I’m sure Professor Grea wouldn’t mind answering at least a few of them. I’m afraid that she would try to pull at least a few favors for that, though.” 
 
    The Principal sighed. “But of course… Alright. Go now. Before my curiosity gets the better of me. Don’t forget to bring me the pass back, Tina.” 
 
    “I won’t. Thank you, Principal Teireshia.” 
 
    After the duo left her office, she slumped in her comfy chair and sighed again, much heavier this time. 
 
    “Did those geezers doom this academy? You should pray to the gods that he never comes back for revenge…” 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios and Tina were heading towards the building hosting the private chambers, mostly used by the professors and some students as a reward for certain achievements. Those were equipped with much more advanced safety mechanisms, like the ones Grea had created in her small lab, and also offered a good environment for uninterrupted summoning. 
 
    “Was it really okay letting Principal Teireshia know?” Tina asked shortly before they arrived at their destination. 
 
    “She had always supported me so it should be fine. Besides, the rumors are already circulating around from how I dealt with Roz after getting expelled, or with his family, even if not everyone can make the connection there. She had definitely heard about the situation and realized the truth about Miria and Selene. And anyway, the whole academy will know in a few months.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Asterios answered with a smile. “Now, tell me one thing. I, unfortunately, didn’t pay as much attention to you as you did to me.” Tina chuckled awkwardly. “What’s your combat role?” 
 
    Not every summoner was the same. That much was obvious from the very beginning and brought up different classifications. Asterios, for example, was a mixed type leaning more towards support. He preferred to watch over his familiars while focusing on boosting their performance. 
 
    But that wasn’t the only path a summoner could take. Another very distinct and popular one was based on a completely opposite approach. The summons would be the ones supporting their master while he or she would fight on the frontlines, using abilities borrowed from them, like Asterios sometimes used Miria’s vision. 
 
    Many focused on one of the paths instead of pursuing perfection in all areas, which was natural since one person liked fighting enemies face-on while another preferred standing back. The latter approach was a bit more popular since it was generally considered much safer. 
 
    Asterios enjoyed empowering his companions, so he usually stuck to supportive techniques, but he had also learned a lot about all the other paths. Yet, thanks to his partners being powerful and versatile, he didn’t really have many occasions to use them, and he didn’t mind it in the slightest. It also fit their current team composition much better. 
 
    “I’m a frontliner,” Tina answered. “A balanced one currently. Ori’s techniques and magic are more suited for offensive use while Firo specializes more in defense and healing.” 
 
    “That’s surprising. Girls rarely choose this role. Not that it matters to me, personally.” 
 
    Tina chuckled softly. “I know. It’s not really feminine to throw yourself at the enemy. But I always felt like it suits me better than standing in the backline. Even with all the support techniques, I couldn’t stop thinking that I’m just not contributing anything, not helping Ori the way I should, and how I’m only putting him in danger.” 
 
    “I see. I must say, I really like your mindset. You do care about your companions.” 
 
    “Thank you, hahaha.” She blushed a little. “I’m glad you don’t think that it’s unbecoming of a noble lady like me. Many of my friends think I’m silly or even crazy.” 
 
    “I’m literally with someone who often ends up splashed with all the monsters’ insides during the fight due to using dual shortswords.” Asterios could hear an embarrassed giggle in his mind. 
 
    “Oh, right. You and Miria... are m-mates…” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, there’s Selene now too.” 
 
    “Too?” Tina glanced up at him with wide eyes. “Does that mean that you now have… two girlfriends?” 
 
    “Uhhhh… I guess so?” 
 
    After meeting his gaze and staring Asterios in the eyes for a moment, Tina’s face turned completely red. He wasn’t sure what was the reason behind that reaction and couldn’t very well know that some very specific images floated in Tina’s mind when she recalled her last conversation with Miria, this time featuring the white-haired fox lady too. 
 
    “Cough. Anyway, why do you ask?” She quickly tried regaining her composure. 
 
    “To get a better grasp on what we should be aiming for. Since I’m going to be helping, it’s only natural that I do my best too. I need to think a bit about the materials and catalysts.” 
 
    “Are you going to use your own resources on me?” Tina asked, slightly surprised. 
 
    “What do you have currently on you?” He smiled at her. 
 
    “Ah. Ummm… Nothing….” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Then let it be a treat from me. Come on now, we have a lot to prepare.” 
 
    Tina nodded, embarrassed she had forgotten about such a crucial part. She shouldn’t be getting so distracted, but her mind was constantly wandering off to Asterios. For today, she decided to follow his instructions as it would be the best way out. 
 
    After finding the correct room and entering the chamber, they couldn’t help but stare at it in awe. Even the material used to erect the walls, floor, and ceiling was of the highest quality, being able to withstand quite a punch, both magical and physical. They didn’t have to worry about causing damage to their surroundings with this, and there were still many formations that enhanced the safety, just ready to be activated. 
 
    Asterios talked with Tina about all the crucial aspects. Her greatest affinity was with water, even though her first summon controlled Wind Magic. As she had previously said, she preferred to be the one taking direct action, so it would be best if they could find an entity that would further support her. 
 
    Tina wasn’t against contracting something with good defense or combat abilities either since both Ori and Firo weren’t really the types to hold the opponent off with their small bodies. Ori was a bird and Firo was a kind of a water snake the size of an overgrown chicken, more or less. 
 
    They discussed their options, and with the help of Ast’s girls, they went through his collection of materials, choosing ones that corresponded with the water element as a base for the magical formation. 
 
    For the catalyst, they couldn’t really decide and Asterios chose to leave it to chance. He also hoped that his help would be able to influence Tina’s summoning, and the last time he hadn't used a catalyst ended up as quite the successful attempt, with Umbra joining their team. 
 
    Tina agreed and they moved on to the preparation phase. Miria and Selene returned to their realms to leave the duo alone, even before Asterios asked them to. He was starting to slowly realize their hidden intentions, already experiencing a similar treatment when Miria had been trying to support Selene. 
 
    Nevertheless, the two of them drew the summoning circle together. Asterios chose the design of the outer rings while Tina picked one for the inner areas, showing him one of her family’s prized formations.  
 
    Although he wanted to respect that trust she was showing in him and not delve too deep into the patterns, his extreme curiosity for something that he hadn’t yet seen was extremely hard to resist. 
 
    Seeing how badly Asterios was trying not to pry into her family’s secrets, Tina giggled to herself and informed him that it was okay since he was also showing her some of his personal designs, so they were pretty much even.  
 
    With that permission, he proceeded to analyze the structure and they spent a few minutes discussing their respective parts, actually deciding to change a few things in them to make the circuits complement each other much better. It wouldn’t be possible if Asterios hadn't noticed some fine details in her family’s pattern. 
 
    “Well. The base is now done,” Asterios announced, looking over the whole circuit in dark blue color. 
 
    “So… Now comes that part… Right?” Tina asked, sneaking embarrassed glances at him. 
 
    “We can skip it if you mind. It’s not really necessary, just something that helps two people become one.” 
 
    “Since we are already doing it… we might as well do it properly…” Tina answered and started slowly unpinning the buttons of her blazer while a heavy crimson blush began surfacing on her cheeks. 
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    Asterios watched how Tina fumbled with the buttons of her blazer, clearly struggling with them. After a moment, she finally managed to get it off and moved to deal with her shirt in the same fashion. 
 
    Seeing that it took even more effort for Tina to work on her shirt, he placed a hand on her fingers.  
 
    She stopped and glanced at Asterios with flushed cheeks. 
 
    “I’ll go first. Relax. I’m not going to eat you.” 
 
    He patted her head with a smile and stepped back, starting to get rid of his clothes.  
 
    Asterios had no problems while doing so and quickly appeared in front of Tina without his top. Picking up a small jar with dark blue substance, he walked back to her and extended his hand with it. 
 
    Tina received the small vial while unable to take her gaze off Ast's chest, making him chuckle a little. That brought her out of her stupor, and she hastily pressed on his shoulder with her free hand to make Asterios sit down on the floor. After he complied, she moved to his back and started drawing various lines and sigils over it, using the special paint he had handed to her. 
 
    Asterios jerked a little each time Tina’s finger—covered with the cold substance—touched his skin. Seeing him wiggle under her movements caused a faint smile to appear on her lips as Tina relaxed bit by bit during the process. 
 
    Finished with his back, she took a deep breath and moved to the front, sitting close to Asterios in a similar position. She took a glance at his face and blushed slightly when their eyes met. More in control of her thoughts, she began scribbling over his chest with her index finger. 
 
    To make it easier for her, Asterios closed his eyes. Without him watching her movements, she skillfully dealt with the markings on his front, properly connecting the lines with those on his back, and retracted her hand.  
 
    Making use of his still closed eyes, Tina quickly got rid of her clothes too, feeling thankful for Ast’s understanding. She hesitated for a moment during the process but steeled her mind and pushed through. 
 
    “You can open them now. I’m ready.” 
 
    Asterios lifted his eyelids and was met with the sight of a blushing, blue-haired girl. Her ample breasts were covered by just her arm while she used the other hand to brush a lock of her hair behind her ear, giving him a shy side glance. 
 
    “You didn’t have to take your bra off,” Asterios commented, giving her slim figure a single look before moving his eyes up to Tina’s face to not embarrass her even more. 
 
    “It would get in the way… of you drawing…” 
 
    He shook his head with a warm smile. “As long as you are comfortable.” 
 
    Tina watched intensely as Ast’s finger closed onto her skin, trying her best to prepare for the contact so that she didn’t react in a weird way. But her efforts were completely ruined by a quiet squeal that escaped her mouth the moment it happened. 
 
    Her face flushed even redder. She hadn't thought it would be this cold, even after applying the mix onto Asterios a bit earlier. It had been cute to see how he flinched under her finger from time to time, but she was literally quivering the whole time he traced over her skin, applying the almost freezing substance. 
 
    “Colder than you thought, right?” 
 
    “Y-Yes… But I’m fine. I can’t stop myself from trembling though… Sorry…” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s normal. You don’t need to act like it doesn’t bother you.” 
 
    She nodded and continued watching him draw complex lines over her skin. It was easy to notice that the ones he was making were much smoother and softer when compared to the arrays she had created.  
 
    Tina cursed her nervousness. She should have done a much better job. Especially for something so important. 
 
    As if sensing her worries, Asterios placed his free hand on her head and brushed through her hair. Then, he moved to her back.  
 
    All the lines on the front had been completed. Tina glanced at them and realized that he had changed the circuit so that it ran around her breasts while she was covering them. 
 
    “Ummm… I could have lifted my arm if you said so…” 
 
    Another squeal escaped her lips when Asterios pressed his cold finger over her back, chuckling softly again. 
 
    “I didn’t want to make you even more embarrassed. It should be fine with the paths I had arranged around your chest.” 
 
    Asterios returned to work in silence, slowly finishing the whole structure. Just a few more connections here and there were left to be drawn. Before he was fully done, Tina spoke up again, with a quiet voice. 
 
    “Hey…” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Does this mean that we are… a couple now?” 
 
    He stopped his movements to make it easier for Tina to talk and sighed.  
 
    So far, both had been just dancing around the topic for some time, so if Tina had managed to gather enough resolve to ask about it directly, it was best for them to discuss it openly now. 
 
    Leaving the rest of the markings for later, Asterios stood up and moved to sit in front of her again. She watched him curiously, certainly not without any worry.  
 
    “What do you think about my current situation?” 
 
    Tina pondered for a moment while glancing at the floor between them before moving her eyes up again. 
 
    “I thought about it a lot after talking with Miria. And… while I had doubts at first… they would all just disappear each time we met… In the end, I don’t think that I mind… I felt like I wanted to be around you for quite some time already and it didn’t grow weaker even after I learned that you… that you might end up with many girls… so… I think it won’t change if it hasn’t already…” 
 
    Asterios nodded. 
 
    “I also spoke with my parents recently. They don’t mind either. They were a bit surprised when I said that the man that I like already has someone, but when I mentioned you, Mom just smiled and told me to follow my heart, as long as I’m not trying to get between the two of you. Dad would like to have a talk with you, though…” 
 
    “Understandable.” Asterios smiled. “I guess you would like to know what I think, right?” 
 
    Tina hesitantly swallowed her saliva. 
 
    “You see, I have to admit that I didn’t really pay attention to you before that fateful day, and I’m sure you were aware. I’m sorry if I made myself hard to approach. I know well that I didn’t really make it easy for people to get closer to me.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Tina interrupted him. “It wasn’t surprising that you decided to not interact with people after they mostly made fun of you or tried to use you… If I had more courage back then… I wouldn’t have just kept watching from afar…” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong either. Anyway, thanks to Miria, I realized that you might actually like me. Coincidentally, at the same time, the two of us grew closer and I ended up accepting her feelings after sorting out my own thoughts. Then, while I was wondering how to let you know about that without hurting you, Miria announced that she didn't mind not being the only one. It partially came from her culture, I think.” 
 
    Tina’s expression turned a bit tense when Asterios mentioned informing her about getting a girlfriend without hurting her feelings, but she released a sigh of relief around the latter part. She already knew that Miria was okay with this, but it didn’t change how stressful this current situation was. 
 
    “Therefore, I decided that I’d confront you about it after graduation. If I wasn’t that far off, I think I knew what you would be asking me for your win of our bet.” 
 
    Tina giggled quietly, sure that he had figured her out. 
 
    “But then, Miria went and spoke with you first. After that, I decided to act less withdrawn while still giving you time to think about it. And I guess this brings us here. We haven’t spent that much time together, but from everything that I’ve experienced, you seem like a very nice girl, and certainly a pretty one, so let me just tell you that I don’t really offer contracts like the one earlier to random women. And Professor Grea’s case is quite special since we were just testing things.” 
 
    Tina blushed as a smile started growing on her lips. She felt her face getting hotter from the compliment.  
 
    “So… Is that a yes…?” she asked, hoping for a clear confirmation; her heart threatening to jump out of her chest. 
 
    Asterios smiled and picked up her free hand, the one not currently busy hiding Tina’s fair bust. 
 
    “While I’m unsure if I can say ‘I love you’ right now, I definitely like you, Tina. If you are really okay with this, then I don’t see anything against it either. Miria and Selene had pretty much accepted you already.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and exhaled very slowly with her whole body almost shaking during the motion. A wide smile adorned her face as Tina stared at Asterios. 
 
    “Thank you…” she whispered, a single tear traveling down her cheek. 
 
    Seeing how her eyes repeatedly moved to his lips, he slowly leaned forward to place a soft kiss on Tina's supple lips and they started exchanging tame pecks. She didn’t even notice when both of her arms wrapped themselves around his neck and pulled herself closer until she felt something warm touch her exposed chest. 
 
    She broke the kiss, keeping their foreheads linked, and giggled shyly after noticing their bodies leaning against each other. Fortunately, the paint had already dried off and it didn’t destroy the paths the both of them had created on each other. Asterios kept smiling softly at Tina while grazing her back. 
 
    “I’m so relieved… Miria said that you wouldn’t mind, but… I was still so worried…” 
 
    “I guess I have to properly introduce myself to your father now.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    Tina giggled in response. “I think we have a summoning to complete first,” she said with a visible blush. 
 
    Giving him one more peck, she pulled herself back to sit in front of him again. Her arm moved to cover her chest almost involuntarily, but Tina stopped it and placed it down on her lap, rubbing her forearm with the other hand while having her alluring breasts revealed to the world. 
 
    “You can… finish the front now…” She nodded at Asterios with crimson cheeks. 
 
    “You are really beautiful, you know?” he commented while reaching for the small jar with magical paint. 
 
    In a few moments, Asterios added the paths he had previously omitted, making Tina giggle a few times when he brushed over her supple peaks. Even though still embarrassed, she was slowly growing used to it with time. A wide smile didn't want to leave her lips as she observed him gently trail over her skin. 
 
    Then he moved to add the finishing touches on her back, and they moved on to the next step. Tina seated herself in front of the circle with Asterios close behind her. He placed his hands on her back and drew on his scorching hot mana. 
 
    “Ohhhh… That’s so warm… and pleasant…” she commented after noticing a hot stream of energy spreading over her back. 
 
    “Try not to get distracted by it too much. You still have to take control of most of the next steps.” 
 
    “I know. I will do my best. I won’t waste this opportunity. Here we go then. I’m activating the formation on my skin.” 
 
    Shortly after she spoke, the dark lines over Tina’s body started glowing in blue. Asterios followed her and also activated his own pathways. With that part completed, they could feel a connection between their spiritual cores; something akin to a temporary bridge. 
 
    Asterios began gradually filling Tina’s internal circuits with his hot energy and she focused her mind on spreading it evenly to accumulate as much of it as possible. After she felt like she had reached her limit, Tina dove into her spiritual consciousness. 
 
    Appearing in the dark space like the night sky as her spiritual avatar, she noticed Asterios by her side and smiled. They floated around each other for a moment. Her body was of a light blue color while he was crimson red. 
 
    ~Ready?~ Ast’s voice boomed in the unending space. 
 
    ~Yes. Do you have any tips?~ 
 
    ~Don’t think about it too much. Let’s try to reach as far as we can today. Leave luring the potential candidates to our mixed energies. Come on. You can do it.~ 
 
    She nodded and flew closer to him, turning around. Asterios hugged Tina’s avatar from behind and they both began calming their minds. After reaching a satisfactory level of tranquility, their energies synchronized together, forming one, steady stream. 
 
    A moment later, the circle they had drawn together appeared under them. Tina checked it once more and started feeding it their mana. Powerful waves of blue and red began heading outwards at regular intervals, shaking their spiritual avatars a little bit each time they passed through them. 
 
    As Asterios had suggested, Tina focused fully on sending those waves to as many realms as she could, reaching as far as her abilities allowed her. With Asterios supporting her, she felt like her Echoes of Consciousness traveled almost ten times further than when she had tried summoning alone. Joint Summoning was really amazing. And she could feel him by her side all the time. 
 
    Seconds passed one by one. The concept of time was slightly different in this internal space. What to them felt like long minutes, was just a blink in the real world.  
 
    Tina did notice a few entities looking back at her messages, but Asterios held her back from trying to reach out, explaining to her that it was better to wait longer until one of them made a move instead. In the worst-case scenario, they would only lose the materials and time, but in the best one, she could have a chance of contracting a familiar with high compatibility. 
 
    She obviously knew about that, but it was hard to hold back. Previously, she had stopped at the very first signs of something showing interest in her, and that was how she summoned Ori and Firo. Tina couldn’t help but worry that she would end up with nothing if she didn’t take the first chance as she didn’t really receive them that often. 
 
    With Ast’s help though, the number of responses they were getting was already unbelievable to her. They had already ignored eleven hits. Whenever she was starting to grow anxious, Ast’s warm energy inside her circuits increased in density, simulating his pleasant touch, so much soothing. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like a full hour inside this spiritual space, a stronger response took place. Tina’s attention was instantly drawn to it and she caught glimpses of a different realm. There was a lot of blue stone and water around. She felt something when an image of a serene underground pond appeared in her mind. 
 
    ~This seems adequate.~ Ast’s voice resounded in the emptiness again. ~The decision is yours.~ 
 
    Tina agreed with his evaluation and focused on erecting a spatial tunnel between them and the realm of the entity that had responded to her call. She wasn’t sure what it was from these images she had seen, but she hoped that the wait was worth it. 
 
    Instantly after setting everything up, she felt the individual jump into the blue gate and travel to them. She waited until it arrived, properly upholding the connection. Then, sensing the entity in front of them, she opened her eyes. 
 
    In the middle of the summoning circle, a blue, semi-transparent whirlpool the size of a person spun like a water tornado. After a brief moment, Tina and Asterios began to notice it forming a slightly humanoid-looking shape. The swirling water pillar now had a torso, arms, and something similar to a head integrated into a thick neck, all moving with a quiet hum. 
 
    “A Water Elemental? That’s quite good in my opinion.” Asterios was the first one to speak. 
 
    Meanwhile, Tina kept eye contact with the weird entity, locking her gaze with two glowing spots that served as its eyes. 
 
    “No… It says that it’s a Primeval Spirit of Water…” Tina corrected him. 
 
    “Oh damn. That’s a bit better than just quite good. Is it speaking to you telepathically?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call that speaking. I just… somehow can understand what it wants to convey. I’ve never experienced something like this…” she said in awe. 
 
    “You must have a really high affinity with the water element. I’ll let you take care of the rest now. Good luck.” 
 
    Asterios patted her head and stood up, taking a few steps back. Tina also raised herself and glanced at him over her shoulder. He gave her a reassuring smile and nodded towards the entity. 
 
    Then, he observed how Tina stepped closer to the spirit and the formation under them glowed slightly more, announcing the start of the first stage of contracting. They quickly found common ground and the being was willing to form a bond with her without too much talking. 
 
    Everything went smoothly until the bargaining stage. Tina turned her head to look at Asterios again. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “It asks if you are still going to be around after the summoning ritual is completed.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “We might need to separate again until graduation, but after that, it all depends on you.” 
 
    She nodded with a faint smile and turned back to the spirit.  
 
    Asterios could have expected the summon to be interested in him as well since his energy had quite the impact on Tina’s summoning. He was sure that she was going to ask him to let her join his party after she was done with the academy anyway, so he didn’t mind this requirement for their contract. 
 
    The entity seemed to be content with whatever they had negotiated as it leaned forward, resting their foreheads on each other while the summoning circle flashed the brightest yet. The contracting part was complete. 
 
    After the glow faded, Tina reached her arm into the liquid body of the spirit, and it started changing shape. Within a few seconds, a huge scythe made of chaotically swirling water appeared in her hand. The blade was even bigger than her own body. 
 
    Tina spun the weapon around, trying to feel it out. The scythe was exceptionally light and comfortable to hold onto. She tightened her grip on the handle and made a heavy, diagonal swing upwards.  
 
    To her surprise, three sharp blades of water shot out of the tip as it cleaved through the air and sped towards the wall on the opposite side at an enormous speed, passing around Asterios before he could even react. 
 
    She flinched and froze with wide eyes while Asterios chuckled nervously. They both stared at the shallow cuts the projectiles had left on the floor and the wall behind him. Those were strengthened with the enchantments they had activated earlier. They both realized he would have been split in half with no resistance if one of them had hit him. 
 
    “Maybe don’t swing it my way in the future…” Asterios showed a wry smile to which Tina giggled nervously. “These water blades looked very sharp, but I can’t really say that about the scythe itself. Is it more like a magical staff or—” 
 
    He stopped when the water surrounding the head of the big scythe suddenly retracted and formed incredibly sharp-looking edges. Paired with the translucent nature of water, which was now swirling only around and inside the long pole, it looked extremely dangerous. 
 
    Also noticing the change, Tina made a few more practice swings, this time making sure that she was positioned away from Asterios. No more blades of water shot out of it without her clear intention.  
 
    After finishing the last set of movements, she spun the scythe around one more time, stopping it behind her back with a long sigh. 
 
    Asterios walked closer to her while applauding. “That was quite badass. Did you or the spirit choose that form?” 
 
    Tina smiled at him and blushed slightly. “Might have been even more badass without my chest completely exposed, hahaha.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He chuckled with her. 
 
    “Anyway, I always liked scythes. I actually trained with them. Dad was kind enough to hire an instructor, a retired A-rank adventurer. I know it’s weird, but I just can’t help it. I think they are cool.” 
 
    “Hey. I’m the one walking around with an assassin’s wrist blade in one bracer and a magical arm blade in the other. Who is the weird one here?” he asked while bringing Tina her bra from the side. 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled at him with rosy cheeks, quickly putting it on. “I guess we are both weird?” 
 
    “Maybe. So, does it have a name? And do you know anything about it?” 
 
    The scythe in Tina’s hand started trembling and fused into a smaller, shapeless ball of water. It then flowed through the air towards her right arm and wrapped itself around it like a gauntlet. A single feeler rose from the translucent, blue surface, pointing its tip towards her and Asterios in turns. 
 
    “Hydran. At least that’s what it says should be the closest in our language. It can do a lot. Its Water Magic is of a much higher level than Firo’s, and it can control its body very well, as you have seen. We’ll have to practice a bunch to figure everything out.” 
 
    “I’m glad it worked out for you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to achieve this alone. Thank you, Ast. I really appreciate it. This and… your answer…” Tina’s voice quieted down near the end as she started twirling her hair. 
 
    He reached his hand to her, and Tina grabbed it, letting herself be pulled into a light hug. 
 
    “You better not start slacking off because of it now.” 
 
    She giggled while grazing his back. “Don’t worry. I’m still going to win this bet. I even know what to ask for already.” 
 
    “Oh? What is it?” 
 
    “Y-You will see…” 
 
    “Alright.” Asterios chuckled. “Let’s wrap things up here. I still need to meet your father today, before I leave.” 
 
    He let her go and they dressed back up. Tina asked Hydran to help them remove the remains of the summoning circle and the spirit easily erased all the leftover traces with its water, which definitely had to be magical. 
 
    They, unfortunately, couldn’t do too much about the cuts in the floor and the walls besides mentioning them to the Principal. Tina decided that she would go to her later to explain everything and return the pass to not waste their remaining time together.  
 
    Asterios agreed and they moved out of the academy’s grounds. Shortly after they stepped into the town, Miria and Selene jumped out of their respective portals and started congratulating Tina, who immediately began blushing. 
 
    Their way to her home was spent in casual chatting between the three girls. It was mostly Miria being overenthusiastic about the whole thing, as usual. Selene held back from teasing the blue-haired girl for now and showed a lot of support to their new friend. 
 
    Reaching the mansion, the beastfolk duo returned to their realm and Tina led Asterios inside. Seeing how she was getting tenser and tenser the longer they looked around for her parents, Asterios snuck his fingers into her hand and gave it a faint squeeze. Tina smiled at him and relaxed a bit. 
 
    One of the maids directed them to the lounge that Viscount Thomas was currently taking his break at. Tina quickly guided them there and knocked on the beautiful wooden door. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s me, Father. And I’ve brought someone with me.” 
 
    “Come in, then.” 
 
    They stepped inside the fancy chamber with plenty of bookcases around each of the walls and many sets of sofas, chairs, and coffee tables. Viscount Thomas Nobelle sat with a book in his hand by one of them. 
 
    Tina nodded her head respectfully while Asterios made a slight bow. Her father gestured at them to sit down. 
 
    “Considering how openly the two of you are holding hands, I assume that this visit is per my previous request,” he said, glancing at Tina. 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Then, please, leave us alone for a moment.” 
 
    “I want to stay.” 
 
    The Viscount raised his eyebrow at her.  
 
    “I won’t interrupt you. I promise,” Tina continued. 
 
    “Alright.” He sighed, turning to Asterios. “I’ve already seen you act favorably towards my daughter, and I admit that I did have a positive impression of you. But I’ve heard from her later that you already have someone you hold dear.” 
 
    “To be completely honest, there are currently two women that I’m in a relationship with.” 
 
    “Two?” Thomas didn’t hide his surprise. 
 
    “And it’s not impossible that this number will grow in the future. While I’m certainly not looking to build a harem for myself, I would have a hard time rejecting someone who holds feelings for me while I also view them in a positive light. That’s why I wanted to make sure that Tina was okay with such arrangements, giving her time to think about it as much as she needed. As long as my current partners accept another person into the relationship, I will most likely accept them too.” 
 
    Tina’s father rubbed his chin and moved his eyes onto her. Anticipating his question, she nodded with a determined expression. 
 
    “If you would like to meet them, I can call them here at any moment,” Asterios continued. 
 
    “Are they waiting outside?” 
 
    Two crimson gates appeared behind Asterios and Tina. Miria and Selene walked out of them, and both gave a respectful bow to the Viscount after positioning themselves behind the sofa the duo was sitting on.  
 
    Thomas’ eyes widened at the scene. It was obvious that the two girls with animalistic features were Ast’s familiars. Not only had they walked out of a portal but even had collars from the Adventurer’s Guild on their necks. As a Summoner himself, he wasn’t sure what to think of it. 
 
    “I understand that this might be confusing, but please, treat them like any other women of humanoid races known to this realm. I can explain the details later. Or Tina can. Nevertheless, I do care for them, and they do care for me. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask.” 
 
    “Aren’t those two the ones that raided Richtenstein’s mansion? Does that mean that you…” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Yes, I am the young lord mentioned in the public version of the events. I can also explain that later. But I can promise you that neither Tina nor your family will suffer any repercussions of my actions. Marquess Richtenstein is a quite sensible person, but if they really would dare to raise their hands on any of you, I swear that you will have the full support of the Hestizo Household while I personally deal with them once and for all.” 
 
    “Wait. That Hestizo Household? The one whose trade spans over the whole continent? Including the stores in Rosewind?” 
 
    “Yes. My mother is the daughter of the family head.” 
 
    “Miss Kindra is?!” Tina’s father exclaimed in shock. “I thought she was just a hired manager!” 
 
    “That’s just how she is.” Asterios chuckled as a reminiscing smile appeared on his face. “If she could, she would hide that fact even from the other employees. I don’t think she has ever mentioned her family name to a customer or a friend. And no one would suspect anything with how modestly she lived.” 
 
    “Truly, she didn’t hold herself like someone with such wealth and backing behind her… But I thought they didn’t have a male heir no matter how hard they tried?” 
 
    “I’m not her biological son but an orphan picked up from a plundered village.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Tina did mention that once or twice. My apologies. I forgot.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that. Besides, just recently, I was officially accepted into the family, so you could say that the struggle is no more, even though I’m not really aiming for the position of the head of the family.” 
 
    “Good gods… Tina, who the hell did you fall for, girl…” 
 
    Seeing her father wipe his face while exhaling heavily, Tina giggled quietly. She had never seen him go through so many phases of shock. To be honest, even she was surprised to learn that Ast’s mom was the daughter of the head of the Hestizo Household. 
 
    “Well then…” Viscount Thomas spoke again after recollecting himself. “With all of that on the table, I don’t think I would find anything to nitpick on even if I really wanted to. It would actually be very beneficial for our family to be tied to yours through official marriage, so all my questions about your future goals to raise your status got completely invalidated. If you promise me to always treat Tina well, I’m willing to give you two my blessing.” 
 
    “I swear on my name to never let her down.” Asterios bowed his head lightly. 
 
    “And we also promise to always be kind and respectful towards her,” Selene joined the conversation, doing the same. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sir. Master will surely make Tina very happy. I know it from experience,” Miria also added with a wide smile, following after the other two. 
 
    Seeing that Tina was barely holding herself in place, almost trembling from excitement and perhaps partially from embarrassment, Thomas released another heavy sigh and waved his hand at them. 
 
    “Alright. Thank you. I’ll leave her in your hands then. Now, if you’d allow me, I need some time alone to rearrange my thoughts…” 
 
    Tina was the first one to stand up. She quickly bowed and dragged Asterios away, with the other girls following them. The moment they left the room, she jumped at Asterios, pulling him into a tight hug. He chuckled and began patting her back. 
 
    “I’m so happy I don’t know what to say…” she mumbled into his chest. 
 
    “Then don’t say anything. You’ve already said plenty back at the academy. What about your mother though?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    A different voice brought them out of themselves. They both looked towards the source and found Lady Luna standing not that far from them. Tina instantly turned crimson and jumped off Asterios, escaping with her eyes to the ground. She was so much in the moment that she hadn't noticed her mother standing there from the very beginning. 
 
    Lady Luna just smiled at her softly and moved her gaze to Asterios. “I’ve already told Tina that I support whatever decision she would make as long as no one were to be hurt. I abhor those people trying to destroy someone’s relationship for their own sake. But, since you three are fine with it, I also ask all of you to take good care of her. And please, do pay us a visit from time to time. From what I’ve heard, we have plenty to talk about, Asterios Hestizo." She chuckled softly. "Now, if you'd excuse me, I better go and check on my husband.” 
 
    He nodded and stepped aside. Lady Luna patted Tina’s head while passing them and disappeared behind the door to the lounge.  
 
    “I can’t believe we didn’t notice her…” Tina said, sneaking timid glances at him. 
 
    “I did! But I didn’t want to break your little moment, ehehe~” Miria giggled at them. 
 
    “Does it matter? It’s not like we were caught in the middle of something serious,” Asterios said. 
 
    “Ummm… Like this?” 
 
    Tina stepped closer to him and gently grabbed Ast’s collar. He let her slowly pull him down and join their lips in a soft kiss. This time, he also reciprocated it and gave her a few little pecks.  
 
    After breaking off, Tina giggled to herself and they started heading back to the academy, hand in hand. Asterios escorted her to the place of her next class, and she thanked him with a quick peck on the cheek, a little too shy to do anything more in public. 
 
    They said their goodbyes and Asterios headed with the girls to the town to eat something together and prepare to leave from Rosewind. They should still be able to reach the next village before dusk with Miria’s best speed. They already had everything ready, including information about their target and their destination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25
Arriving at the Port Town 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before anything, Asterios wanted to get rid of the dried-off paint over his chest. It wasn’t really bothering him that much, but it felt weird walking around while knowing that these dark lines were still present on his skin. 
 
    Out of habit, he headed towards his old home and almost tried opening the door when he realized that they no longer lived there with his mother. She had handed that house down to the person taking her place as the shop’s manager, a subordinate of the main family. 
 
    Asterios stared at the building for a moment, reminiscing about his upbringing, and started walking towards the proper place to wash himself without having a personal bathroom at hand—one of the public bathhouses in Rosewind. 
 
    Miria insisted on giving him a hand and couldn’t be discouraged even by mentioning that they would have to use the mixed section with other people around if she really wanted to do so. Even Selene joined in on the idea and Asterios followed their request. 
 
    As he had expected, the two unusual beauties did catch a lot of attention from the very moment they stepped into the bathing chamber, and the big towels covering most of their figures did not help in the slightest.  
 
    Also, as Asterios had predicted, Miria could barely walk straight without her eyes constantly glued to the ground with a heavy blush adorning her adorable cheeks. He had to wrap his arm around her waist and pull Miria into himself, guiding her to a free spot on the side. 
 
    Selene didn’t really care about any onlookers and even angled her towel in ways that would show a little bit more of her skin and body just without revealing too much. A mischievous smile painted her lips. It grew even wider each time some woman would smack her partner for staring absentmindedly, and it certainly wasn’t a rare occurrence. 
 
    After Asterios led them to the side, the two jumped straight into taking care of him. Allowed to focus completely on her master, Miria quickly forgot about their surroundings and began washing his chest with her usual cheerful smile while Selene went after his back. 
 
    With his attention mostly directed at Miria, who was giving him some cute smiles each time they made eye contact, Asterios almost jumped when the texture of a sponge brushing over his back suddenly switched to two soft mounds with stiff peaks moving up and down. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and was met with Selene’s playful gaze as she used her breasts on him, holding the towel just right to cover herself from the sides. Asterios sighed at her, causing Selene to chuckle softly, proud of her little mischief. 
 
    Before Miria managed to throw her own cover down and mimic Selene’s action from his front, Asterios defused her rising competitive spirit with a tame kiss on her lips shortly after turning his head towards her, catching the panthergirl with her fingers already lodged behind the edges of the towel. 
 
    Receiving his mental intention not to cause a scene in a public bath, Miria pouted at him while Selene chuckled impishly. Fortunately, all the markings had been already removed so Asterios could use that as the excuse for them to switch roles and began taking care of his familiars now. 
 
    He started with Miria and gently washed her head, paying a lot of affectionate attention to her fluffy ears, making the panthergirl purr loudly in satisfaction. After dealing with her supple chest, arms, legs, and tail, he moved his focus onto Selene, making sure that her magnificent tail also got as much love as it deserved. 
 
    Since they weren’t really alone, the trio moved out of the bath straight after finishing their business on the sidelines, without staying in the public pool meant for some relaxation. Asterios had a feeling that he would end up with both all over him if they did so, and they had already caused enough ruckus amongst the customers, especially the male half. 
 
    Clean and refreshed, they went to the Adventurer’s Guild to check on Ellie and see if there was anything that aligned with their current goal. Asterios also wanted to ask about any dungeons on their path to the Demon continent, which they had been directed towards by Grea. 
 
    The lively receptionist noticed them first and started waving at Asterios and his group. They quickly arrived at her usual place. 
 
    “Ast! I didn’t think you would come back so soon! Welcome!” 
 
    “What can I say? It’s impossible to predict where our journeys take us. I did not expect to head this way shortly after leaving either. How are things?” 
 
    “Decent. We have a lot of work on our hands after the guildmaster started screening through the personnel due to that incident. But it’s going well. Can’t complain about making the guild a better place.” 
 
    “I really hope there are no more people like that guy!” Miria joined in with an angry gaze. 
 
    Ellie nodded. “We have already terminated our contracts with a few individuals that had a tendency to overuse their authority, and even sent some to prison for clear abuse, like that one female instructor who would sexually assault newbie adventurers during her lessons, threatening them with demotion or worse if they spoke up.” 
 
    She released a somber sigh and shook her head before continuing. 
 
    “It’s really sickening to learn that you’ve been working alongside some of these people for years… I know that there’s no organization without a black sheep once in a while, but still…” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do about that,” Asterios said. “While some people conceal their true nature, some change over time. We should be happy that Guildmaster Suanori acknowledged the problem instead of hiding it away.” 
 
    “Yeah. I really respect her for that. We’ve certainly received a hit in our reputation, even if not that big. But we have to push forward. Regain that trust. Anyway, what brings you three here today?” 
 
    “We are going to travel to the Demon Continent!” Miria exclaimed with a beaming smile. 
 
    “The Demon Continent now? That’s much farther than Tyrienheim. Is there a reason you would head there?” 
 
    “There’s someone we have to find who might be able to help us with something. We came to check if there’s anything to pick up on our way there.” 
 
    Ellie nodded. “I see. If you give me a minute, I’ll take a look at the—or not. It seems that the guildmaster is calling for us.” 
 
    Asterios followed her gaze and noticed Guildmaster Suanori on the stairs leading up, staring at them with crossed arms. She gestured with her head at the trio and started walking back to the next floor. 
 
    “I feel like she has her eyes on me every time I come here,” Asterios commented with a wry smile. 
 
    “You are not that far off.” Ellie chuckled. “She is aware of who enters and leaves the building. Come on, now. Let’s not make the Guildmaster wait.” 
 
    With Ellie as a guide, the party arrived in the guildmaster’s office and entered it. Suanori sat on one of the sofas by the coffee table, already waiting for them. After being invited to come closer, they all joined her on the opposite side while Ellie moved to stand behind the guildmaster. 
 
    “You were still in Tyrienheim five days ago and yet here you are, already in Rosewind,” she started. “That’s quite the speed, even for someone traveling alone.” 
 
    “Why does it seem like I’m being monitored?” Asterios chuckled lightly. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you monitor a person of unknown power that already has broken quite a few commonly known norms? Or, you could say that it’s one of the downsides of having my Token of Fealty.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    He sighed. “We just ran. Or rather, Miria did. That’s all.” 
 
    “I wanted to see how fast I can go with Master’s help now!” Miria added. 
 
    Suanori raised her eyebrow at the enthusiastic panthergirl. It was hard to believe that a summoned beast had covered the distance between Tyrienheim and Rosewind in a time usually associated with flying mounts. They were really breaking common sense amongst the Summoners. 
 
    “Let’s assume that’s the truth. Then, what’s your relation to the sudden disappearance of the almost two-decade-old curse bothering the village of Teira?” 
 
    “The news travels fast, huh. It’s exactly as described in the report,” he replied. 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll believe that after heading to Tyrienheim specifically to visit that place, you coincidentally arrived there moments after the curse had been brought down by a mysterious wandering master, and then ran back here without staying there for more than two weeks? That might have fooled the others but not the people who have already experienced your antics.” 
 
    Asterios spread out his arms and shrugged his shoulders. “Went sightseeing, met a huge golem, destroyed the huge golem, curse disappeared, went back home, and started heading to the Demon Continent next.” 
 
    Suanori began rubbing her temples. “As if getting rid of such a powerful spell is this simple…” 
 
    “That’s all we did. It would be nice if you could keep us away from the aftermath.” 
 
    “Haaaaah… Fine. Then, why is The Summoner’s Harem heading to the Demon Continent so suddenly? Does it have any connection to the curse?” the guildmaster asked, emphasizing the name of their party with a barely noticeable smirk on her face. 
 
    Hearing her speak, Ellie glanced at Asterios with her brows raised. He gave her a wry smile at the same time as Miria and Selene caught his arms and pulled themselves closer to him, staring right back at the red-haired receptionist. 
 
    “We really need to change that,” he said while shaking his head. “Actually, since there’s Umbra with us now, it can’t really be called a harem anymore, so there’s even more reason to do so.” 
 
    “No, it is fine, Master. We’ve already talked about this and why it’s beneficial to you,” Miria commented, snuggling his right arm to her body. 
 
    “I agree, my Lord. Besides, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. You should just relish in all those jealous stares you are getting, fufufu~” Selene squeezed his left hand between her thighs. 
 
    “Umbra?” Suanori tried to ignore their clearly intentional display by changing the topic. 
 
    After pacifying the girls mentally, Asterios nodded at the guildmaster. “Just my new companion.” 
 
    Black smoke began rising from Ast’s also black hair and formed the shape of a big raven with glowing purplish eyes. The guildmaster jerked in the seat the moment it had finished changing; the aura that the weird shadowy bird emanated was enormous. She couldn’t believe it had gone unnoticed until it had revealed itself. 
 
    “If you ever need a specialist in the mind arts, you know who to look for,” Asterios said while petting the raven with his fingers, released from Selene’s clutches. “So, is there anything else behind this meeting besides your own curiosity, Guildmaster Suanori, or could we get back to our preparations?” 
 
    Suanori cleared her throat. “I guess there isn’t. What are your travel plans then?” 
 
    “I’m not yet sure. We were going to discuss the path with Ellie after checking for any viable quests.” 
 
    She nodded. “Then I guess you would be heading to Nebula, one of the port towns in the North. Then, travel on a ship to Ashen Barrel on the Demon’s side, perhaps stopping by the territory of the Damascu Clan of Mountain Dwarves to restock supplies along the way. If you are fine with that route, I could have something for you to do.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about the traveling paths, so I don’t mind taking a recommendation. What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “Nebula is reporting an increase in monster activity in the forests around the town. The wild beasts have been spotted outside of their usual spots too. It’s not something critical, but certainly odd. The adventurers from the guild’s branch over there didn’t find anything related to it yet, but I can’t stop having a bad feeling about this. Especially since Nebula is located literally in the middle of three dungeons. I can’t really file a request for an emergency quest to move adventurers from other guilds to Nebula’s branch without solid evidence from a reliable source.” 
 
    “And I guess someone holding a Token of Fealty is considered one.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She nodded. “Now, I’m not asking you to conduct a thorough investigation. Just please, take a look before departing from there and let me know what you think. Time is crucial in cases like these, so I’ll even authorize you to use the interguild communication system to pass me a message from the Nebula’s branch. It won’t be taken lightly, but I’ll shoulder that myself.” 
 
    “There’s no need.” Asterios waved his hand. “I can contact you at any time.” 
 
    Suanori furrowed her brows. “How so?” 
 
    With another gesture, Umbra sank back into Ast’s hair. A cold shiver ran through the guildmaster’s spine a moment later, making her instinctively glance down. She noticed two glowing purple spots in the shadow under her legs. 
 
    Something prodded her mind, making her jump a little in surprise. Glancing at Asterios, she saw him nod. Albeit a bit reluctantly, Suanori allowed the weird sensation into her consciousness and soon heard Ast’s voice in her head. 
 
    ~With this, we can talk over any distance. The only downside is that I need to be the one starting the conversation since I have to send Umbra to you. He can travel through shadows. But, we can agree on specific times of the day when he could be checking on you to see if we need to talk.~ 
 
    ~And you can hear me back properly?~ 
 
    ~Yes. Although, you aren’t really talking to me but to Umbra, who is mimicking my voice while repeating the words I pass on to him. Not like it matters anyway.~ 
 
    ~That’s quite a huge deal, being able to impersonate someone.~ 
 
    ~Trust me. That’s nothing compared to his other abilities.~ 
 
    Suanori nodded at Asterios, and he withdrew Umbra from her mind. The raven materialized itself over his shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s do it like this then. Since it’s only a scouting mission, I can easily submit it as a D-ranked quest, fitting your actual position. You really need to raise it. People will grow suspicious when they see what you are truly capable of while staying at such a low rank.” 
 
    “I’m just quite busy with my personal matters.” Asterios shrugged. “But that’s also on our mind. I guess we don’t have to rush that much and can take it a bit slower on the Demon Continent. I’ve heard that the monsters and dungeons are way stronger there. My familiars would definitely love a good challenge.” 
 
    He glanced at Miria and Selene, who gave him approving smiles. Even Umbra was getting slightly excited, unable yet to show his fighting prowess properly. And he definitely wanted to test himself in this realm too. 
 
    “Alright. Give me a moment to file the necessary paperwork and we are done here. Ellie can assist you if you need any supplies, at a discounted price, of course.” 
 
    “Are the prices of high-level monster cores high?” he asked. 
 
    “Quite. We don’t have a stable supply of them since there are no dungeons in the close vicinity. Dungeon towns reap most of the materials too. I still think it’s stupid and irresponsible to build that close to the dungeon, but what can you do in the face of greed.” 
 
    “Looks like our resupply dungeon run is still going to happen. Thanks anyway. Let's check the other wares.” 
 
    Asterios and the girls went to the trading part of the guild and restocked some common and staple consumables. It was pointless to buy anything more than completely necessary that was related to the Demon Continent and its monsters or beasts since the prices here were highly inflated as the items were considered very rare. 
 
    After the guildmaster finished all the documents, Ellie registered him for the quest, and they departed without delay.  
 
    With Miria’s speed, they easily reached the next village on their path to Nebula, stopping for the night. They had around four days of distance to cover if she ran without Asterios constantly supporting her with Haste and they decided to save it for an emergency. 
 
    They started closing on the port town after the estimated time, noticing it from the hill a few kilometers from their destination. Wooden storehouses dominated the view, with the living and commercial parts extending into the land. Its size was comparable to Rosewind, but the ships docked on the water only added to that impression. The harbor could easily accommodate six to eight big mercantile vessels. 
 
    But most of them were clearly leaving in a hurry. A few had already sailed ahead and stopped some distance from the piers, throwing their anchors down. It created an incredibly unique spectacle. Almost as if… 
 
    “They are running away from the shoreline…?” Asterios observed, squinting his eyes while enhancing his vision with the low-level Farsight taught him by Roalt. 
 
    ~I smell blood coming from that direction, Master,~ Miria spoke in his mind. 
 
    A crimson gate opened by their side and Selene walked out of it with a visible frown on her face. 
 
    “There’s something peculiar about the spiritual energy in this area… It’s very… chaotic?” she commented. 
 
    “Umbra, use your shadow movement and check ahead! Selene, jump on! We have to check it out immediately! Miria, get ready for Haste!” 
 
    Everyone did as instructed, and Asterios sped with Selene on Miria’s back down the hill, towards Nebula, as fast as she could run. 
 
    “Gods, please, let it not be a sudden Monster Outbreak…” he pleaded under his breath as they rushed towards Nebula. 
 
      
 
      
 
    END OF VOLUME III 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So, we reached the end of the third book? How this time flies. I feel like I wrote the first batch of chapters just yesterday. I honestly fell in love with this story even before beginning to work on it. I had no idea it would get this far. 
 
    Anyway, apologies for ending on a slightly cliffy moment. I had a hard time trying to split chapters into volumes without destroying the pacing completely. This is a web novel at its core, as you might have read previously. The next arcs are really big and I just had to end it here or we would end up with 700 page book, haha. 
 
    Therefore, while this third installment in the series focused more on exploring the relationships of our beloved characters, the fourth one will be quite heavy on action and various complex events. If you think the story was lacking combat or more actiony sequences, fret not, we’ll have plenty of them soon :) There might be some unexpected twists coming right up :) 
 
    Same as in the previous volume, I would like to thank everyone who picked this book up and gave it a chance. And everyone else that keeps supporting my suddenly revealed passion, helping this dream become true.  
 
    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? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As mentioned above, the fourth volume will be full of action and big, important events! Naturally, including more answers to the ever-increasing questions! But! No spoilers about that! Some more characters will get their chance to shine while we meet a bunch of fun and interesting new additions to this vast world! I hope you like dungeon delving because there will be plenty ;) But with a twist. 
 
    See you in the third volume! Or Patreon. Or Discord if you decide to join the wonderful community. Any support is enormously appreciated! 
 
    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  
 
      
 
    My Facebook page:  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/JRSaileri  
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    If you are looking for more stories with a similar theme, for sure check Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, Original English Light Novel Group, and Monster Girl Fiction. 
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